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Leading Off
WITH THE PRESIDENT

MISSION MINDED
Over the past two years, I have had literally hundreds
of moments to reflect on Dordt College’s mission.
From talking with campus visitors to participating in faculty interviews, from attending
board committee meetings to hosting donor breakfasts, I regularly have the joy,
privilege, and responsibility to speak about Dordt’s mission.
As an institution of higher education committed to the Reformed Christian perspective,
Dordt College equips students, alumni, and the broader community to work effectively
toward Christ-centered renewal in all aspects of contemporary life.
When I talk about this statement, I always highlight two words—
“committed” and “work”—and I hope you ﬁnd each of those ideas
woven through the stories and updates from the college you love. I
trust you’ll ﬁnd people committed to working out the implications of
God’s creational and biblical revelation in ways that bring Shalom to
a world in need of redemptive hope.
I’m a bit of an odd duck because I read private college mission statements as a hobby.
Most of these colleges are or were Christian colleges. Most include statements such as
• We help our graduates attain their full potential as persons.
• We cultivate in our students a passion for lifelong learning.
• We are dedicated to cultural understanding, ethical leadership, critical thinking,
and civic responsibility.
• We offer quality academic programs in the context of the historic Christian faith.
We could say many of these things too, but we also believe that being committed to a
Reformed Christian perspective is more than operating in the “context of the historic
Christian faith.” Our reading of Scripture indicates that God had more than ethical
leadership or cultural understanding in mind for his image bearers as we live out our
faith in culture. We encourage and help our students develop a commitment to putting
that conviction to work with their hearts, heads, and hands.
Many college mission statements focus on the student’s unlimited potential. At Dordt
College, Christ—as Creator and Sustainer, Savior and King—is at the center of our
mission. We believe that we are all called to work for Christ-centered renewal in every
area of life. Whether in teaching, nursing, engineering, or the arts, Dordt graduates are
to become kingdom-focused workers. That’s our mission.
Thanks for your support and encouragement of this committed work.

DR. ERIK HOEKSTRA
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HAVING
AN IMPACT
A
lmost everyone wants to believe
that their efforts will have an
effect on others—whether that’s
encouraging teachers by posting tips
on Twitter, sharing the gift of song
with others, conducting research
that leads to responsible service, or
donating money to
support institutions
like Dordt College.
In this issue, you’ll
read about ways
Dordt’s professors,
choirs, students,
and programs
are giving voice
to their conviction that our world
belongs to God—and in the process
having a positive influence on each
other, on the community, on the
world.
These actions and voices are having
an impact: research brings results;
volunteering meets needs; mentoring
brings growth; collaboration deepens
understanding; teaching shapes lives;
technology provides opportunities;
learning shapes futures.
As this year’s group of graduates—the
largest number ever seated in the
B.J. Haan Auditorium—leaves campus
for the next stage in living out their
calling, we pray that our impact on
them will continue and that their
impact on others will be significant.

44

Dena Nicolai's ('05)
experiences in the Middle
East continue to shape
who she is and how she
thinks about her faith and
her cultural and religious
heritage.

SALLY JONGSMA, EDITOR
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Dordt College has not had a debate team since the 1960s, but this year marked
the beginning of what promises to be a growing and successful program.
The team, which began with six people
in September, has grown to 10 members.
They competed in five tournaments over
the course of the year, coming home with
three trophies.
The new debate club began when English
Professor and Kuyper Scholar Program
(KSP) Director Mary Dengler asked
Donald Roth, a lawyer and professor of
criminal justice and business law, to help
set up a program for KSP students.
Encouraged by President Erik Hoekstra to
explore a campuswide debate program,
Roth investigated the options and
decided to try the program for a year.
Coaches from other schools even ran
workshops for Dordt’s team.
“I kind of stumbled into it,” Roth said.
“Sometimes providence confirms things.
It’s been a rewarding process.”
According to Senior James Rylaarsdam,
a big challenge was understanding the
proper procedures.

HOW IT WORKS
Debate is popular in the Midwest, so
Dordt's team found plenty of opportunities
to compete in parliamentary-style debate
where each round consists of two teams
made up of two people. One team represents
the government; the other, the opposition.
The teams are given a resolution and, in
15 minutes, the government interprets the
resolution and proposes a policy. Then, in
alternating speeches of specified lengths,
the government and opposition present their
cases.
An adjudicator decides who wins the debate
and also awards individual speaker points.
The win/loss record of each team, along with
individual points, determines who advances
throughout the tournament.
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“The learning
benefit is huge. I
can already see
the changes in
the students.”

PHOTO SUBMITTED
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DEBATE RETURNS
WITH A FLOURISH

—Donald Roth, debate club sponsor

“Early on, we lost debates
because of format,” Rylaarsdam
said. “We’re learning everything
for the first time.”

Professor Donald Roth is pleased with the new team's work
this year and looks forward to expanding its scope next year.

Roth agreed that there was a
significant learning curve involved
in starting the debate program. He and
the team spent a great deal of practice
time learning terminology, debate
techniques, styles of argument, and ways
to build an effective case in 15 minutes.

Since debaters are not allowed Internet
access during tournaments, they also
regularly discuss current events in order
to be knowledgeable about a broad
range of potential debate topics. This
year’s tournament topics ranged from
Facebook policies to the current situation
in Ukraine. Still, it was not uncommon for
debaters to be unfamiliar with topics.
“There were a lot of topics I knew
nothing about,” said Freshman Courtney
de Wolde. “We had to make it up.”
Junior Lee Ver Burg agreed that this was a
challenge, especially for those who took
the opposition role, which only has seven
minutes—half the government’s time—to
come up with a counter argument and
build their case. It helped that many
topics were repeated.

Despite the challenges, the team enjoyed
parliamentary debate and relying on
and working with a partner, pooling
knowledge and strengths.
The team plans to continue
parliamentary debate next year, but Roth
also hopes to expand the program and
broaden into a forensics team. Forensics
includes both debate and individual
events like persuasion, monologue, and
poetry.
Ver Burg looks forward to further
developing his debate skills, and he
hopes to try some other forensics
opportunities. De Wolde is also excited
about the opportunity to try different
events.
“The learning benefit is huge. I can
already see the changes in the students,”
Roth said. “And it’s fun. Ask anyone on
the team—that’s why they do it.”
ANNA VISSER (’14)
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"MY FAVORITE
TEACHER" JAKE
VAN WYK
E
One PLIA team spent spring break in New Orleans, working with the
Reach Global Crisis Response organization.

THEY GAVE
THOUSANDS
OF HOURS
I

n the past academic year, 871 students—approximately 60
percent of Dordt’s student body—have performed 26,499
hours of community service and service learning.
Service opportunities abound in the Sioux Center community
and in neighboring towns, where Dordt students tutored
children, led activities at the Kidzone afterschool program,
ministered with Cornerstone Prison Church Ministry, and more.
Following last April’s ice storm, 200 Dordt College students,
faculty, and staff contributed 800 hours to clean-up.
In addition, students extend their reach nationally and
internationally by serving through mission and service trips
with PLIA (Putting Love In Action) and AMOR (A Mission
OutReach). PLIA sent 122 students to locations throughout the
U.S. and Canada during spring break. Over Christmas break,
44 students went on AMOR to the Third World countries of
Jamaica, Haiti, Ethiopia, Liberia, and Tanzania, partnering with
local relief organizations.
Students also serve as HopeLine (Dawson McAllister radio
program) coaches answering phone calls and chats from
young people who are searching for help. The radio
program airs nationally and internationally to more than
50 countries.
“We are grateful to see God glorified through the
selfless outpouring of our students to help others
in need within the Sioux Center community and
around the world,” said Bethany Schuttinga, vice
president for administration.

ver since I was a little child, I thought I knew exactly what
my calling in life was: I wanted to be an entrepreneur. I
wanted a business degree. My mother worked as a cashier
before she passed away. I remember every time I went to visit
her at work, she had this great passion for her work. I fell in
love with that.
As a freshman, I knew what major I wanted,
so I didn’t know why I had to take core
classes; I just knew I had to in order to
graduate. One of those was an art class with
Jake Van Wyk. I remember the first week I
was always staring at the clock, wondering
when was the class going to end. He showed
great passion for his class, a passion I didn’t understand and
could not relate to in any way. When he talked about the
works of great artists like Vincent Van Gogh, I thought he was
just as crazy as Van Gogh. He would endlessly talk without
even realizing that the 50-minute class was up. I thought it
was funny; I would smile constantly
because I obviously didn’t see anything
in their works. Then I realized I wasn’t
looking; I saw what I wanted to see. The
Read more about
following weeks, everything changed, it
Van Wyk's Dordt
wasn’t funny anymore. I finally saw what
fingerprint on page
he saw. I developed a passion for art that
38.
I didn’t know existed in me. I fell in love
with photography and art because he
didn’t just teach me, he
inspired me. He shaped my future and
my perspective on life in a way that
he cannot imagine.

PROFILE

As he is retiring, I would like to
appreciate his work and to let
him know that the years he spent
teaching did not go in vain. He
inspired me.

WINNIE OBIERO'S ('16)
WINNING ESSAY BROUGHT
A LOCAL TELEVISION
CREW TO VAN WYK'S
CLASSROOM IN MAY.

SARAH VANDER PLAATS (’05)

DOUG BURG
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HIGH SCHOOLERS LEARN
ABOUT PCR AND DNA
Local high school students are getting more hands-on lab experience thanks to
members of Dordt’s science faculty.
In late March, Dr. Jeff Ploegstra and Dr.
Darren Stoub, along with lab instructor
Brittany De Ruyter and Senior Hannah
Van Maanen, led a week-long molecular
biology workshop at Western Christian
High School in Hull, Iowa.
“The workshop was a great opportunity
for high school students, who typically
don’t have access to molecular biology
research equipment, to actually
touch and use electrophoresis gels,
micropipettes, and the chemicals
required for PCR (Polymerase chain
reaction), which enables researchers
to produce copies of a specific DNA
sequence,” says Alysia Haveman (’01), a
science teacher at Western.
“It’s fun to actually do this stuff
and not just learn about
it,” one student told
Havemen.
Students tested
their own DNA to
see whether they
had a gene variant
that predisposed
them toward
power during

athletic activity or one that predisposed
them toward endurance.

bigger in medicine, Ploegstra believes. In
addition to providing opportunities to do
more hands-on science, Ploegstra hopes
such workshops will start high school
students thinking about the many ethical
questions that accompany developments

“The fact that only about 25 percent of
the students received genetic results was
an “eye opener” for them,” says Haveman.
“They were
dismayed
by this; but
it opened
their eyes
to the fact
that science
takes
—Alysia Haveman ('01), Western Christian High School science teacher
careful
precision
and often repetition in order to get sound
in the field, questions like: “What does
results. Science takes questioning what
it mean to be human, to be fearfully
went wrong and being persistent.”
and wonderfully made? Is difference

“. . . it opened their eyes to the fact that
science takes careful precision and often
repetition in order to get sound results.”

“Studying genetics requires equipment
that high schools can’t usually afford
and, even if they could, they wouldn’t
use often enough to justify the cost,”
says Ploegstra. The workshop led by
Dordt instructors helped give high school
students an introduction to a field of
science they know little about.
Genetics is becoming increasingly
important in today’s society. It’s already
a huge part of agriculture and will
become bigger and

beautiful or is it a failure in process or
development?"

“I hope the workshop sparked scientific
curiosity in students,” said Haveman. “I
enjoyed working with professors Stoub
and Ploegstra on this experience. Their
expertise and willingness to work with
students on a lower level than what they
are typically used to was invaluable.”
“It was especially meaningful to me
to have both Brittany DeRuyter and
Hannah Van Maanen in
the classroom during
that week. They were
both superb students
of mine in the 10th
grade, and to watch
them give back to a
program that is part
of molding their
kingdom service
as adults was
gratifying to me.”
SALLY JONGSMA

PHOTO SUBMITTED
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SEPAC
Chemistry Professor Dr. Darren Stoub
likes to connect what he does to others in
the community. Two years ago he started
SEPAC, a Science Education Pedagogy and
Curriculum discussion group open to local
high school teachers.
Stoub says many science
educators feel isolated
and are eager for an
opportunity to talk
about current topics,
share positive and
Darren Stoub
negative experiences
in the classroom, and provide each
other with helpful resources. SEPAC has
been meeting about three times a year,
drawing sometimes 20 and sometimes five
participants depending how busy their
schedules are at the time.
The meetings begin with a meal that Stoub
provides, over which participants discuss
an article or topic. They end by coming up
with “something they can create together
for the classroom.”
“It’s been helpful for me, too,” says Stoub.
One session’s conversation helped him
realize that some topics college instructors
assume are covered in high school are not
being taught due to lack of time and the
priorities of state standards. The group
has also talked about state standards,
how online technology affects teaching,
helpful course management software
systems, and “flipping the classroom,” in
which short video lectures are viewed by
students at home before class and in-class
time is devoted to exercises, projects, or
discussions.
SEPAC sessions have drawn colleagues,
teachers from a dozen public and private
schools, and occasionally a teacher from
further away via conference call. Some
of these participating teachers have later
helped lead a summer science camp at
Dordt and some have participated in
summer research projects on campus.

NEW CITY TRAVELS
THE COUNTRY
F

or the second summer in a row, the
Dordt College Campus Ministries
Office will send a team of musicians and
worship leaders on the road. The sixstudent group known as The New City
will spend 11 weeks leading devotions
and a contemporary style of worship
at junior high and high
school camps, SERVE
Projects, and churches in
the Midwest.

with a variety of people and how to
minister in different contexts,” said De
Groot. “Students have opportunities to
use what they’ve learned; those they
serve see something of what is going
on at Dordt College; and the college
has an opportunity to give back to its
supporting community.”

“These students are
gifted musicians and
Jon De Groot
have been involved in
leading worship on campus throughout
the school year,” says Campus Ministries
Coordinator Jonathan De Groot. “All of
them will likely continue doing so long
after graduation.”

“I have to turn down as many requests as
I accept,” he said.

De Groot has the team scheduled for a
different camp or event each week. On
weekends they’ll participate in worship
at churches that have requested their
services. De Groot keeps a database
of such requests, many of them from
churches that wish to incorporate
contemporary worship into their
services, but feel they would like some
help doing so.
The New City has a repertoire of about
30 songs drawn from top CCLI lists and
from Dordt’s 50 Classic Hymns list. De
Groot describes the worship style as
contemporary, reverent, and celebrative.
“They’ve been learning how to work

De Groot hopes to send out two
traveling praise teams next school year.

Although the majors of the individual
members of the team range from
engineering to exercise science to digital
media to theology, many of them work
with Campus Ministries, and Freshman
Marta Vander Top is also a worship arts
minor.
“Being on a praise team has definitely
been one of the highlights of my first
year here,” Vander Top said. “When asked
to be a part of this summer’s team, my
answer was almost an automatic yes.
This will be good practice for me as
I prepare to be a praise and worship
leader next year on campus.”
She's looking forward to the summer
travels. “I can’t wait to see what God
does with us through our voices,
instruments, words, and actions,” said
Vander Top.
SALLY JONGSMA
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uentin Van Essen (’70) participated
in several “firsts” over his 34 years at
Dordt College: the first Student Services
team, the first organized freshmen
orientation efforts, design the first
retention program, the first soccer coach,
the first Campus Visit Day program, the
first telemarketing program, and the first
professional admissions materials.
Van Essen came to Dordt in 1979,
following several years as a high school
Bible and German teacher and guidance
counselor. It was the guidance counselor
role that landed him a place on the
first four-person Student Services team.
He led career planning and placement
services at a time when Dordt’s
enrollment had grown to over 1,200
students—with few support services.
Van Essen recalls being called to
President B.J. Haan’s office early on.
“He slapped me on the back and said,
‘Young man, we wouldn’t have hired you
if we didn’t think you could do the job.
Now go do it.’”

VANESSA BARTELS ('93)

Van Essen had hoped for a little more
direction in a brand new position. But,

VANESSA BARTELS ('93)

VAN ESSEN
HELPED THE
COLLEGE GROW
as he reflects on his years as director
of career planning and placement and
later executive director of admissions,
he notes that those kinds of green lights
have characterized his work at Dordt.

Van Essen moved from student services
to admissions in 1989. In the 25 years
“I enjoyed working with admissions
since, major changes have occurred in the
counselors,” Van Essen says, adding that
way students are recruited, the biggest
being technological. Admissions
once relied on three-by-five
cards for contact information
on prospective students. And
recruiters, as they were called
then, primarily visited schools
with a history of sending
—Quentin Van Essen
graduates to Dordt. The recipe
card boxes gave way to a UNIX
database, and contacts became
it was a little like coaching—finding ways
more personalized. Today, the process
to work as a team toward a goal. On
is highly computerized and the Internet,
the hallway wall across from his office
texting, and email are the primary modes
hang photos of all of the admissions
of contact and communication.
counselors he worked with over the
years. There are 34 of them.
In Van Essen’s early years, admissions
counselors had almost no contact with
“I suppose it sounds like a bit of a cliché,"
parents. Prospective students often
he says, "but the one thing that hasn’t
enrolled without ever having seen
changed at Dordt is its mission.”
campus. Today they work with parents

“If a new idea fit into the
budget, we were always
encouraged to move forward.”

VANDEN BOSCH
HAS THE NUMBERS
T

om Vanden Bosch is one of those
people who got up almost every
morning of his career feeling blessed to
go to work. Vanden Bosch came to Dordt
to coach volleyball in 1997; and filled
out the rest of his time in the admissions
office. He had been a successful high
school volleyball coach and guidance
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as much as students, and almost all
prospective students and their parents
visit campus before making a decision.

counselor. Under his direction, Dordt
volleyball teams compiled a record of
456-122.
Ending his coaching career was fairly
emotional, he admits.
“It was so much of who I was for so
long,” he says. But he found ways to stay

L

The project was a perfect one for Koerner
who had worked with the City of Sioux
Center the previous spring and summer,
planting, watering, tilling, and weeding
flower beds. She applied what she’d
learned in her Local Flora class as she
ordered and planted the seeds, and it
gave her a way to share with others her
passion for establishing native prairie
plants in domestic locations.
Koerner’s work built on a project from the
previous year by Biology Professor Jeff
Ploegstra and students Abby Davis (’13)
and John Short (’13). They had written
and received a grant from Iowa’s Living
Roadway Trust Fund (LRTF) for a project
for the Local Flora class. Their goal was
to encourage a healthy relationship
between people and the environment.
LRTF provides funds to preserve Iowa’s
native vegetation, especially along
roadways, and it supplies educational
materials to Iowa residents.

species and planting asters instead of
petunias. The LRTF grant was a win
on every level. Davis and Short gained
experience in the grant writing process;
Koerner completed hands-on work with
native species; Sioux Center’s flowerbeds
are filled with independent plants that
reflect Iowa’s native habitats; and Dordt
provided a service to the community.
Short appreciated the opportunity to
turn roadsides “into something that
could be both beautiful and beneficial to
biodiversity.” For the grant, he measured
existing flowerbeds and researched
native plant growth habits. He created
computer models of the beds and plants,
considering layering and blooming needs
to create attractive city flowerbeds.

The LRTF project
was a great way for
Koerner to connect

involved with volleyball by volunteering
at a local school and, recently, by helping
the new Dordt men’s volleyball club.

team decisions and maintain healthy
relationships with female athletes. Yet,
he was mentor to many of those women
over the years.

“You become involved in students’
lives because you spend so much time
together on the court and on the bus,”
he says. On long bus rides, as team
members talked, he dissoved into the
background, consciously maintaining the
distance needed to both make difficult

ELIZABETH
RILEY (’15)

Short believes the experience helped him
gain his current job, evaluating landscape
plants for invasiveness. It also relates
to his master’s program in international
agricultural development at the
University of California,
Davis, where he is focusing
on grassland and forage
management in arid
ecosystems.

Ploegstra initially brought his students
together with city officials, who
welcomed the idea of using native

Vanden Bosch loved coaching. “I grew as
a person as I became involved in the lives
of young people who often demonstrated
a vibrant faith,” he says.

her classroom learning to action,
but it also had a broader
impact. Perennials offer
attractive, economical,
and low maintenance
vegetation options,
and she is pleased to
see a more diverse
plant environment
they create
taking hold
in the
community.

PHOTO SUBMITTED

ast November, Lillie Koerner, a junior
agriculture/plant science major,
spread native perennial seeds on the
frozen soil where non-native annuals
usually lined Sioux Center’s streets.

NEWS

KOERNER'S LEARNING IS
PUT INTO PRACTICE

When Vanden Bosch retired as volleyball
coach three years ago, he focused on his
responsibilities in admissions. Despite
the adjustment, he found he was ready to
give up the demands of coaching, and his
admissions work with growing numbers
of transfer students was rewarding.
“They each have a story,” he says about
transfer students. Vanden Bosch helps
them see whether Dordt is a good fit for

them, putting his guidance counselor
experience to work.
“I’m naturally more of a listener than
a presenter,” he says, but he enjoyed
talking with prospective students and
connecting them with faculty and staff.
“There’s something special here about
how people work together to make a
transfer student feel welcome and get
the information they need,” he says. He’ll
miss being part of such good teams, both
on the court and in the office.
SALLY JONGSMA
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SENIOR HOOPS MANAGER
LEAVES BIG SHOES TO FILL
T

he whistle blew as players fell to the
floor and the game came to halt.

As Dordt Men’s Basketball Manager Bryce
Schelhaas walked onto the floor, the
crowd roared, applauding him as he used
his foot to maneuver a towel that soaked
up the sweat on the court.
Schelhaas doesn’t ask for the spotlight,
but the third-year varsity manager
sometimes gets it anyway.
Rarely does a manager develop the kind
of reputation Schelhaas has earned. It
could be partly that Dordt’s fans were

excitable after the team’s success this
season. But it’s more likely that Schelhaas
is genuinely good at what he does.
“Bryce has a servant’s heart,” said Head
Coach Ross Douma. “He’ll continue to
serve the rest of his life because that’s
who he is.”
Schelhaas was
a basketball
manager in high
school before
being recruited to
manage at Dordt.
He worked with
the junior varsity
squad to learn the
ropes and settled
in quickly.

After practice, Schelhaas collects the
uniforms and gets them washed and

They say the best players in
basketball are the ones who show up
to the gym first and leave the gym
last. However, Schelhaas usually had
that distinction at Dordt.

Schelhaas became part of the team. He
roomed with Kyle Lindbergh and Austin
Katje, members of Schelhaas’ 2014
graduating class and thousand-point
scorers in their respective Dordt careers.
Lindbergh was drawn to Schelhaas’
humble attitude.
“Bryce never complained,” said
Lindbergh. “His humility is something
that everyone wants to imitate.”
Schelhaas worked every step of the
way with Coach Douma, who the senior
considers something of a father figure.
“I respect him, and I think he’d say the
same,” Schelhaas continued.

ready for the next day.
“He’s the first to the gym and the last to
leave without ever—okay, sometimes—
getting to shoot a shot during practice,”
Lindbergh said.
Schelhaas was honored alongside
Lindbergh and Katje at the Defenders’
Senior Day celebration on February 22.
And on February 26, Schelhaas, a fouryear member of Dordt’s choir, opened the
Defenders’ quarterfinal playoff game by
belting the National Anthem.
Schelhaas, who’s been a part of several
very successful teams, has become
greatly invested in this year’s squad.

It’s easy to understand why Douma holds
the manager in high regard: Virtually
everything Schelhaas does for the team
takes pressure off the coaching staff,
from floor preparation, to setting out
equipment, to laundry, to uniform care.

“If I had to pick a favorite, it would
probably be this team,” said Schelhaas.
“Seeing how all the freshmen came
together… . Going into this year, we were
a little nervous.”

“He covers everything. His title is
manager, but it would be more apt to say
that he’s program assistant,” said Douma.

“He is a great example of how to live
your life selflessly for others,” said
Douma. “People really become attracted
to him because of who he is and what he
does. We’re going to miss him.”

On a typical practice day, Schelhaas
begins preparing up to an hour before
practice begins. He sets out the practice
jerseys for the players, then gets
JAMIN VER VELDE ('99)
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the court ready. He’ll bring out the
basketballs from the equipment closet,
set up the scoreboard clock, and place
props such as clones or dummies the
coaches need for practice.

Schelhaas leaves huge shoes to fill.

SAM EKSTROM (’14)

T

here weren't many seniors on this
year’s basketball team, but they had
a big impact. Both of the two seniors
concluded their careers with more than
1,000-points scored: Austin Katje broke
the team record for three-pointers, and
Kyle Lindbergh posted the second-most
rebounds in Dordt basketball history.
Perhaps their most important
accomplishment in 2013-14, however,
was galvanizing a team of a majority of
freshmen and turning it into a national
contender.
Head Coach Ross Douma was repeatedly
impressed by the seniors’ leadership.
“There’s no question that these guys
are natural leaders,” said Douma. “Kyle
is a very relational person. Austin is a
more fiery, vocal leader who is a gritty,
follow-me-type competitor. I think they
complement each other very
well in their leadership
styles and abilities.”
Katje played for Unity
Christian High School
in Orange City, Iowa;
Lindbergh came
from Margate,
Florida. The
two met the
first day of
their freshman
year and
developed a
partnership
that grew.
Both
played a
significant
number
of varsity
minutes as
freshmen, a
season Katje
believes was
vital for his

development as a player.
“That experience of playing heavy
minutes and knowing what to expect and
knowing how your body’s going to feel
throughout a long season is really big,”
said Katje, who was often leaned on for
his outside shooting. He shot 45 percent
from beyond the arc.
“Austin has been a perimeter threat
since day one, and that’s still his biggest
asset,” said Douma.
Lindbergh excelled in a variety of roles.
“Kyle’s biggest asset is that he is an
extremely versatile player who takes on
many different hats throughout a game,”
said Douma.
Lindbergh averaged a double-double,
accumulating a double digit total in two
categories, throughout most of
his senior season. He led
the GPAC in rebounding.
Both seniors watched
and learned from
talented players ahead
of them. Now Katje and
Lindbergh are passing
that torch to the likes
of freshman Alex
Terpstra.
“Everyone was
focusing on what
Dordt basketball
lost instead
of what Dordt
basketball still
had,” said Terpstra.
“Austin and Kyle
used that to
drive the team
and to help us
get better each
day in practice.”

Faculty Bits
Dr. Carl Fictorie
gave a presentation
at the Midwest
Regional Meeting
of the American
Chemical Society
(MWRM ACS) on
Oct. 18 titled: “Development of
Methods for the Analysis of Sulfonic
Acid Density on Sulfonated Charcoal
Catalysts.”

NEWS

LINDBERGH AND
KATJE EMBRACE
LEADERSHIP ROLES

Dr. Kayt Frisch was a co-author
for two recent publications:
“The influence of partial and full
thickness tears on infraspinatus
tendon strain patterns” in the
May 2014 Journal of Biomechanical
Engineering and “Interleukin-1
Receptor Antagonist Modulates
Infl ammation and Scarring after
ligament injury” in the June 2014
Connective Tissue Research.
English Professor
Rose Postma
had two poems
published in the
January/February
issue of Perspectives:
“Creation as an
Almond Tree in Abraham Kuyper’s
Orchard” and “Counter Narrative.”
The May/June issue of Perspectives
includes two more poems: “The
Apostle John Contemplates the
Origins of Metaphor” and “The
Apostle Peter Contemplates Logical
Fallacies.”
Education Professor David Mulder
presented a webinar for Christian
Schools International in April titled
“Teaching Hands-On Science with
Christian Perspective in Grades 5-8.”
Mulder explained his approach to
teaching science from a biblical
perspective and shared ideas from
his middle school science teaching
experience. The 50 participants
from across North America together
explored research-based best
practices for teaching middle school
science.
Dordt's provost, Dr. Eric Forseth,
served on the visiting accreditation
team for Unity Christian High
School’s (Orange City, Iowa)
Christian Schools International
accreditation process in April.

SAM EKSTROM (’14)

JAMIN VER VELDE ('99)
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ATHLETES LEAD ON
AND OFF THE TRACK
As Dordt’s outdoor track and field season came to an end in May, so
did the college careers of three highly successful competitors.
Seniors Tim Bierma,
Christy Heidema, and
Katie Bonnema have
all had a significant
impact on the Defender
program.
Head Track Coach Craig
Heynen worked with them
for four years.
“For the level of success these
athletes have achieved,
they are genuinely humble
athletes,” said Heynen. “I
have never seen a hint of arrogance or
pride.”
Bierma is a three-time All-American in
track, holding the 1,000-meter indoor
school record and the 1,500-meter
outdoor school record.
“I have learned the value of persevering
through a bad race or meet or
even season, knowing that
things can and will get
better,” said Bierma. “One
of the biggest things
Dordt track has taught
me is that my attitude is
important, not only in track but in the
rest of life.”
Greg Van Dyke, the cross country and
assistant track coach, watched Bierma
since his first days as a freshman cross
country runner.
“Tim helped his teammates win races
and break school records, and he
helped them grow in their faith during
their time at Dordt,” said Van Dyke.
“He really sets a tone for our entire
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team,” said Heynen.
Heidema specializes in the triple
jump. She holds the school record in
the event at both the indoor and
outdoor levels. A meniscus tear
during her freshman year could
have jeopardized Heidema’s
future as a track competitor.
“The doctor said he did
not think continuing with
jumping was a great idea,”
recalled Heynen. “He and I soon
realized that not jumping was
not an option for Christy. She was
determined to come back, and one
year later she was an All-American
in the outdoor triple jump.”
Overcoming major knee surgery
helped Heidema develop a new
outlook on her track career.
“The injuries were
devastating, but they
forced me to reconsider
who I was apart
from track and
consider
why I ran
track,” said
Heidema.
“Overcoming
these injuries allowed me
to refocus on the joy of
track and field.”
Bonnema is a highlydecorated middledistance runner.
She won a national
championship in the
600-meter indoor race
during her junior season

and has earned All-American status
a total of eight times between her
indoor and outdoor careers.
“God has blessed me with the gift
of running,” said Bonnema,
who believes she should use
that gift to not only inspire
others through my running,
but also to be an inspiration
by her words and actions.
Heynen considers Bonnema
one of the most talented
“chasers” he has ever coached.
“I don’t think I have ever
coached anyone who has come
from behind to win as much
as she has in the 4x400,” said
Heynen. “When she anchors the
4x400, you know you always
have a chance because she can
just go after people.”
All three seniors are carrying their
passions into life after college.
Bierma plans to attend graduate
school in Southeast Asia and
looks to build relationships and share
his faith with fellow students. Heidema
intends to pursue a Ph.D. in molecular
and cellular biology at the University of
Iowa. Bonnema has accepted a job as an
elementary school teacher in Inwood,
Iowa.
“It has been a tremendous honor for me
to know and coach these three,” said
Heynen. “They are tremendous people
who are excellent athletes.”
SAM EKSTROM (’14)

F

or the Dordt students who presented
their work at the National Conference
on Undergraduate Research (NCUR) at
the University of Kentucky between April
3 and 5, the best part of the experience
was being exposed to the work and ideas
of so many other students.

DAN WOUDENBERG ('16)

four hours each day, she looked through
newspaper archives for accounts of
rattlesnakes in Missouri.
Based on accounts of size, where the
snakes were found, and whether or not
their venom was lethal, Tazelaar and
Mahaffy were able to trace and map
occurrences of Massassauga rattlesnakes.
Today the snakes are endangered in
most states and are only found in three
counties in Missouri.

The group sat down at breakfast on the
first morning and looked through all of
the projects at NCUR, laughing at odd
titles and intrigued by the broad range of
topics being addressed.

Tazelaar was eager to present her work
and her findings, but she expected
pushback from the audience about her
unorthodox research methods. She
didn’t receive as many questions or as
much criticism as she expected, though.
She said that presenting was a good
experience and that audience members
seemed interested. She would go again,
given the opportunity.

“We came up with a plan for where
to go,” said Katie Tazelaar. “I got
a reputation for finding the most
interesting titles.”
Tazelaar’s presentation was scheduled for
early in the conference, giving her plenty
of time to sit in on as many different
presentations as she could.
Chemistry Professor Carl Fictorie, who
accompanied the group to NCUR, had
warned the students that they would
find many different ideas and topics, and
Tazelaar made it her mission to go to the
“weirdest” sessions she could find. Her
favorite was a feminist critique of milk.

Junior Bridget Rowe agreed that NCUR
was a valuable experience.
“There is something exciting about being
around a large group of people who are
sharing their creative ideas,” Rowe said.

Tazelaar’s own presentation was unique
in itself. She spent last summer working
for Biology Professor James Mahaffy. For
PHOTO SUBMITTED

At NCUR, Katie Tazelaar, Rebecca Megchelsen,
Andrew De Haan, Bridget Rowe, Ben DeVries,
and Caroline Eckstrom gave presentations on
some aspect of their academic work.

NEWS

NCUR: TIME TO
LEARN WEIRD
NEW THINGS

Rowe presented a painting at NCUR. The
piece hung in a gallery at the University
of Kentucky along with works by other
presenters. Each artist gave a 15-minute
presentation about the work on display.
Rowe talked about her painting as well as
some sculptures she is currently working
on, all of which are part of a series about
land, sea, and space. She also discussed
her exploration of various painting
techniques.
Rowe eagerly took in other presentations,
too, including dance and music. And,
she enjoyed hearing about subjects she
was less familiar with, such as history,
literature, and Middle Eastern studies.
“I love learning new things,” Rowe said.

Katie Tazelaar's presentation at the conference
described what she learned about rattlesnake
populations and how they have changed.

“NCUR was a great place to do that.”
Junior Engineering Major Ben DeVries
presented a model of the spread of
cholera in Haiti and South Africa and also
enjoyed hearing about subjects he is less
familiar with.
“Engineers don’t always get to branch
out,” DeVries said.
DeVries completed his project as part of a
Kuyper Scholars Program (KSP) contract
in his Calculus III class. He had presented
the project in Dordt’s Ideafest last year,
but NCUR was the first time he had done
a presentation at an event of this scale.
The size and scope of the conference
is one reason why Fictorie encourages
KSP students to apply for NCUR. He has
been taking groups of students to the
conference since 2008.
“It’s eye-opening,” said Fictorie. It offers
a way to get students’ ideas “out into the
world,” and it gives them an opportunity
to defend their positions to a broader
audience and to be exposed to different
ideas or beliefs from their own.
ANNA VISSER ('14)
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PICTURE
PERFECT

“Our natural response when we observe the
beauty and intricacy of creation should be to give
thanks and praise to the One who made it all!”
That statement was part of the winning
essay in the first annual “Let All Creation
Praise Him” photo contest sponsored
by Dordt’s Environmental Studies
Department. Parker Cunningham from
Helena, Alabama, was awarded first place
in the contest for his photo of a goose
taking flight and essay titled “Creation’s
role and our response.”
Award winners were (clockwise from top right):
“Creation’s role and our response” by Parker
Cunningham from Helena, Alabama (First)
“Declare the Maker’s Praise” by Shelby Young
from Pelham, Alabama (Second)
“Glory in the Little Things” by Elizabeth Van
Bruggen from Sheldon, Iowa (People’s Choice)
“Working Together” by Ellie Middendorf from
Scotia, Nebraska (Honorable Mention)
“Unlikely Hero” by Ellie Jasper from Pine Island,
Minnesota (Honorable Mention)
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One goal of Dordt’s environmental
studies program is to get students to see
that creation is valuable for much more
than the resources it provides for our use,
to see that it is “good” and praises God.

“God the creator has a relationship with
his creation that is independent of its
value for us,” says Dr. Jeff Ploegstra.
“That relationship is embedded in many
of the Psalms.” Stewardship of God’s
good creation means helping it flourish
so that can continue to praise its Creator.
Cunningham concluded his essay with
“God orchestrates all of creation in a
glorious symphony of praise. He inspires
awe and thankfulness for everything
that he has made. God has placed us as
stewards over the earth. Therefore, we
need to carefully nurture it. Never miss

NEWS

an opportunity to see God through what
he has made because every aspect of
creation invites us to praise him! For from
him and through him and to him are all
things. To him be the glory forever!”
The photo contest offered students
across the country an opportunity
to explore the value of creation by
submitting a photo and an essay
describing their photo that exemplified
the theme “Let All Creation Praise Him.”
Organizers felt it was a fun, engaging,
and worthwhile activity that integrated
visual arts, written communication skills,
and faith.
Photos could include but not be limited
to plants, wildlife, insects, and natural
landscapes—anything that depicts the
creation praising God. Students were
asked to think about
• ways they saw God-given value in the
subject they chose to photograph
• how creatures formed in the image of
God respond to creation
• God’s intentions are for his world and
how Christians fit into that

Find the essays for the five photos
featured at: bit.ly/letallcreation

• the need for Christian stewardship in
facing current environmental issues.
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TINTLE NAMED NEW
RESEARCH DIRECTOR
I

am passionate about research,” says
Dr. Nathan Tintle, the newly appointed
director of research and scholarship
at Dordt College. “Research helps us
discover and learn about the wondrous
intricacies of God’s creation—to be on the
frontlines of the continuous unfolding of
a creation that, at every step, is yet again
more wondrous, beautiful, and complex
than the previous step.”
Tintle’s interest in research
began in graduate school,
but he wishes now that
he’d had opportunities
earlier. He hopes to help
make that happen for more
undergraduate students at
Dordt in his new position, and
he will also encourage his
colleagues to think broadly
about what research can
include and what it can do
for them, their students,
the institution, and the
community.

are important to our world in a way that
takes faith seriously, Tintle believes.

ABOUT TINTLE

When Tintle talks about doing research,
he’s thinking much more broadly than
what traditionally happens in labs or
on computers. He’s also thinking more
broadly than writing articles or books or
obtaining grants. For him “doing research
means continuously pushing yourself to
increase your knowledge of yourself and

Tintle has earned several awards and research
grants, including a best paper award from the
Journal of Statistics Education, the Award for
Noteworthy Scholarship by Dordt College, and
the American Statistical Association’s Waller
Education Award for excellence in teaching
statistics. He has amassed external research
grants worth more than $2 million in his three
years at Dordt, including a substantial National
Institutes of Health grant for work with the
Human Genome Research Institute.

“People are wired differently.
The research done at Dordt
College should reflect
the diversity of gifts and
interests of the people here.”

Tintle is also leading the development of new
curricular materials and pedagogical strategies
for undergraduate statistics education. He has
published more than 40 peer-reviewed articles,
mentored more than 60 undergraduate research
fellows since 2006 and serves as a committee
member for the Section for Statistics Education
of the American Statistical Association.

—Dr. Nathan Tintle

“Being involved in some type of research
almost always leads to growth and
enrichment,” Tintle says. He finds that
what he learns often translates directly
to what he does in his classroom by
giving him a new way to think about a
topic or a new approach to try.
“As importantly, it stimulates your mind
and gets you passionate about what
you’re doing,” he says. And passion leads
to good teaching.
As professors engage in research—of a
variety of types—they can draw students
into collaborative work that benefits
everyone. And research can be a means
of service to the community, both the
academic community and the general
community. Dordt faculty members have
a rich tradition of addressing issues that

your discipline so that you stay fresh,
try new things, and share what you’ve
learned with others.”
“Teaching in higher education is different
from teaching on earlier levels,” he adds.
He’ll try to help faculty members identify
research projects that fit who they are
and what they are interested in. He’s
thankful for opportunities Dordt faculty
and students have available to them
through the faculty journal, Pro Rege,
and the student academic conference,
Ideafest. He’s also appreciative of
the Andreas Center for Research and
Scholarship, which makes it possible
for some faculty members to engage
in research that is important to the
Christian academic community but might
not be funded by another source.

spirit, and his skills will help him model
scholarship efforts and provide others
with encouragement and successful
guidance in their scholarly ventures,” says
Dordt College Provost Eric
Forseth.
SALLY JONGSMA

“Dr. Tintle possesses a collaborative

DOUG BURG

16

Faculty Bits

A SEMESTER SPENT
WITH ZEBRAFISH
F

or most students, daily homework
looks pretty similar: studying in the
library or at a desk in their rooms. But
for Senior Jordan Bousema, homework
included spending at least an hour every
day feeding bloodworms
to approximately 20
zebrafish.
Tending the zebrafish was
part of Bousema’s senior
research project. But
J. Bousema
Bousema learned much
more than how much food to drop into
the tank; he tried to answer the question:
Do elevated levels of homocysteine alter
fin regeneration and bone growth in
zebrafish? If the answer to this question
is yes, his research could point to a way
to treat diseases such as osteoporosis
and spina bifida.
Bousema did his research in a small,
previously unused room in the science
building, allowing him to control the
environment and provide a day and night
cycle for the fish. He designed a system
of four tanks, filters, and water basins.
Each tank holds five fish that he studies
for one week.
With each group of fish, Bousema
examined fin growth. During the
week, he added varying amounts of
homocysteine to the water, documenting
the results in fin growth at the end of the
week. Bousema compared the results of

what he learned from the nearly 80 fish
that were part of four weeklong studies.
What he finds could lead to further
research related to the influence of
homocysteine on human bone diseases.
Bousema knew he wanted to work with
animals for his senior research project
and, based on the facilities available,
he knew his subjects would need to be
small. His project connects to a previous
student’s research, to his previous
work in histology, and to his animal lab
experiences.
Bousema has appreciated the guidance
of Dordt’s biology professors in his
research. He meets with his advisor,
Dr. Tony Jelsma, each week, and every
third week, he shares his progress with
all biology faculty members. He knows
that at larger schools, he would not have
the opportunity for this kind of shared
expertise and experience between
faculty and students, he says.
Bousema plans to return to his family
farm in Southern California following
graduation. The farm specializes in
raising swine for biomedical research.
He appreciates the perspective on a
researcher’s role with animals that he
gained and will use as he raises animals
for research after graduation.
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Senior research projects allow students to independently apply the information and skills they
have learned over their four years. Throughout the process, students learn to problem solve and
improvise, a process Dr. Tony Jelsma sees as essential not only for biology but also for life.

Digital Media
Professor Mark
Volkers, a board
member with
the Iowa Motion
Picture Association,
was part of
three panel discussions at the
annual IMPA meeting and Gala in
Burlington, Iowa: Documentary
Film Making, Film Festivals of Iowa,
and Marketing and Financing for
Independent Film. Five of Volkers’
Dordt students also received an
Award of Excellence for their short
film “Brooklyn Shae” at the event.
The print “Cicada” from the “Iowa
Insect Series,” produced by David
Versluis and Roy R. Behrens in 201213, was selected for recognition in
The 27th Annual McNeese National
Works on Paper Exhibition in the
Grand Gallery at McNeese State
University, Lake Charles, Louisiana.
The competitive/juried exhibition
ran from April 3 to May 15, 2014.
The 10 large-scale digital images
comprising the “Iowa Insect
Series,” which were produced
collaboratively by David Versluis
and Roy R. Behrens, are on exhibit
this summer in the Dordt College
Campus Center Art Gallery. The
exhibit runs until August 2014.
On April 7, Business Professor Brian
Hoekstra gave a presentation titled
“Training and Job Satisfaction:
A Survey of ICCOC Faculty
Members” at the Iowa Community
College Online Consortium spring
conference in Des Moines.
Music Instructor
Yurii Henriques was
a panelist at the
recent Birmingham
Art and Culture
Roundtable, hosted
by Reflect Visual
Arts in Birmingham, Alabama.
Henriques was also the workshop
clinician for the Sioux Center High
School Band, Sioux Center, and
guest conductor of the Middle
School Honor Orchestra and the
Northwest Iowa Honor Orchestra
Festival in Le Mars, Iowa.

ELIZABETH RILEY ('15)
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Faculty Bits
Dr. Neal DeRoo was recently
appointed to the Board of Trustees
of the Institute for Christian Studies
in Toronto, Ontario, and Dr. John Kok
was recently elected as chairperson
of the Senate of the ICS, in which
capacity he serves as Chancellor of
the ICS for the next three years.
In March, Dr. Jeff
Taylor presented a
paper titled “Politics
on a Human Scale”
at the Ciceronian
Society conference
at Mount St. Mary’s
University, Emmitsburg, Maryland.
Dr. Nathan Tintle
coauthored two
papers: “First year
students’ use of
social network
sites to reduce
the uncertainty of
anticipatory socialization” in the
Journal of the First-year Experience
and Students in Transition (Volume
26. No. 1) and “Evaluating the
impact of genotype errors on rare
variant tests of association” in the
April 2014 Frontiers in Statistical
Genetics and Methodology.
Tintle was the keynote speaker at
the Math on the Northern Plains
Undergraduate Research Conference
held in Vermillion, South Dakota,
in April, speaking on “A geometric
framework for gene-based rare
variant tests of association.”
Mathematics
Professor Valorie
Zonnefeld presented
a workshop titled
“Rich Problem
Solving Tasks:
Add Some Meat
to Your Soup” at the 46th Annual
Conference of the Wisconsin
Mathematics Council, held April
30–May 2. Zonnefeld and Education
Professor Ryan Zonnefeld led
a sectional titled “Game Time:
Choosing Apps and Games that
Align to the Common Core.”

18

LIEF AND HOEKSTRA
EARN DOCTORATES
JASON LIEF
Theology Professor Jason Lief’s doctoral
dissertation joins a growing list of
publications trying to understand why
young people are leaving
the church. Building
on and responding to
scholars such as Notre
Dame’s Christian Smith
(Lost in Transition: The
Jason Lief
Dark Side of Emerging
Adulthood) and McGill
University’s Charles Taylor (A Secular
Age), Lief suggests that young people
are not so much abandoning faith as
replacing Christianity with something
they see as less archaic and more
reasonable, an evolved form of market
capitalism that has been called
techno-capitalism. His thesis, titled
“Poetic Youth Ministry: A Christological
Approach to Young People Leaving the
Church,” was done at Luther Seminary.
Unlike traditional capitalism where
power comes through control of
materials, this newer worldview flattens
power structures, placing the highest
value on creativity and knowledge,
technological invention and innovation,
Lief says. Power changes hands as
people and institutions become more
and less creative and knowledgeable,
more and less desirable.

authentically grapple with what it means
to be open to God and neighbor, to be
creaturely and live responsibly.
“Our goal shouldn’t be to keep young
people in church—though we certainly
hope we do,” says Lief. “The church
exists for the world. Our task, as
Christian community, is to enter into the
lives of young people as they try to make
sense of the world. In doing so, we may
also keep them in the church.”

BRIAN HOEKSTRA
Business Professor Brian Hoekstra
chose to focus on Global Training and
Development for his recently completed
doctoral program at
North Central University.
He studied the effect
of training on adult and
distance education.
Hoekstra, who teaches
B. Hoekstra
management and human
resources courses in Dordt’s
business department, looked more
specifically at the effect of training on
job satisfaction levels of faculty who
teach online courses.
Hoekstra has been teaching at Dordt
College since 2008 and has taught an
online course at nearby Northwest Iowa
Community College for 10 years.

For many, science and economics seem
better able to solve problems and make
sense of things; a faith that can’t account
for science or doesn’t speak to economics
does not. Striving to be desirable leads
people to set unreachable ideals,
somewhat parallel to trying to live a
santified life. But as they try to become
better at what they do/be more holy,
anxiety and fear of failure set in.

Hoekstra’s program combined theory,
research, and practical application
of principles related to training and
performance improvement. It also
connected to his interest in missions.

Youth ministry programs often
emphasize moral and doctrinal processes
that young people feel they need to
follow if they are to become better
Christians. Instead, Lief believes,
churches should help them learn how
to embrace the world in love and

The results Hoekstra compiled based on
surveys and his study of faculty training
programs gave him helpful classroom
strategies and a better understanding of
job satisfaction theories and models that
will also benefit his management and
human resources students.

“I’m amazed at how God led me through
this process,” he said. He believes that
what he learned could also play a
possible role in mission efforts that use
online education.

COLLEGE RECOGNIZES
OUTSTANDING FACULTY
he 2014 Dordt College Award for
Teaching Excellence was presented
to English Professor Dr. Bill Elgersma.
Calling him “an advocate
for the underdog,” Provost
Eric Forseth said Elgersma
“recognizes the challenges
that some learners face
in college-level reading
B. Elgersma
and writing, and he has a
unique understanding of the
needs of struggling writers.”
Elgersma has taught classes in English,
education, and health and human
performance at Dordt College. He has
also served as an admissions counselor,
Blades hockey coach, coordinator of
developmental education in the ASK
(Academic Skills) Center, and Defender
men's and women’s soccer coach.

The Dordt College Ag Club was
given the 2013 Community Service
Award from Iowa Secretary of
Agriculture Bill Northey for their
work in helping the family of ag
major Cody Williams after a tornado
destroyed their entire farm last fall.
The club also sponsored a tailgate
at a football game as a fundraiser.

The Award for Noteworthy Scholarship
was presented to Dr. Leah Zuidema,
associate provost and dean for
curriculum and
instruction. Zuidema
taught English prior to her
current role.
Professor of Theology
Dr. Wayne Kobes
Leah Zuidema
described Zuidema as “an
outstanding professor who is known
for her passion for teaching excellence,
receives glowing student evaluations,
exhibits an eagerness to work alongside
colleagues to improve teaching at the
college, and embodies a commitment
to ongoing research and writing while
continuously seeking innovation and
improvement.”
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Kudos

“As much as you are learning
in the classroom, you are also
demonstrating what agriculture is
all about,” Northey said.
Five Dordt College digital media
students earned the Award
of Excellence in the Student
Production category from the Iowa
Motion Picture Association (IMPA).
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y
“Elgersma’s ready response to any
student or professor who knocks at his
door is to pat the empty chair, put down
his pen, and listen,” said Forseth.

Zuidema has published articles in the
Journal of Teacher Education, Teaching/
Writing: The Journal of Writing Teacher
Education, and English Journal.

The film, “Brooklyn Shae,” tells the
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Senior Katie Dykstra was the 2014
winner of the Money Smart Week
Geocache for College Cash game.
Iowa JumpStart put up a prize of
$1,000 in college tuition.
Approximately 1,000 Iowa students
played the scavenger hunt-inspired
game in which students answered
questions about topics ranging
from identity theft and protecting
personal information to deciding
on the best method for repaying
student loans.
“The game was a good reminder of
what I’m going to be experiencing
after I leave Dordt,” she said.
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WHAT I
LEARNED…

Graduating seniors reflect on what they'll take with them from
their four years of studying and living at Dordt College.
SARA DE WAAL
My time at Dordt, from my very first
college composition class in freshman
year until these last few weeks of class,
has been full of surprises and unexpected
moments of growth and change. I
have slowly come to the realization
that college is less about acquiring a
title or specific degree and more about
exploring, discovering, and becoming. I
am extremely grateful for the professors
who have pushed me to explore both
within and beyond the borders of my
education major. I can happily and
honestly admit that I am now more
confused about life than when I started
college.
This confusion is not, as it may seem
at first, a negative factor. I certainly
know more than when I began at Dordt.
However, as I have explored art, writing,
worship, environmental studies, history,
and all of the complex and beautiful
mysteries of education, I have begun to
think anew, to think more deeply, and
to think more critically. I have found
myself with a greater desire to know and
learn and change than when I entered
college and this is the greatest gift and
achievement I could have hoped for in
my time at Dordt.
I have been given the tools to look at
the world I am entering with greater
discernment and wonder, and with great
hope that while the future will be messy
with learning, I never want that learning
to end. This desire to keep my eyes and
heart and mind open to the unexpected
and to the “more” in life is something
I have come to realize at Dordt—a
realization that will surely impact me for
the rest of my life.
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ANDREW MILLER
At Dordt I’ve come to
realize that being a
Christian in film isn’t just
about making more
family-friendly movies;
it’s about making movies
that tell the truth. Dordt
has brought me some good friends who
have helped me grow in my relationship
with God and some really great
professors who have encouraged me and
helped in my development.

NATHAN CASSARO
I have loved my time at
Dordt College. I made
great friends in the
close-knit community
here, and my Christian
faith has been
strengthened through
fellowship with others at GIFT, Praise and
Worship, Chapel, and other opportunities.
I feel that I am definitely ready to find my
place in God’s world.

CHRIS BYLSMA
Dordt has taught me that
I can always be a learner.
The more I know about
this earth, the more I
realize God’s infinite
wisdom and power, and
how it infinitely surpasses
mine. I will never know everything but I
can continue to ask questions, and find
answers, slowly building the kingdom of
God on earth.
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…AT DORDT
KATIE HEYNEN
Being a nurse is more than a job to me
It is living what I love and am called to be
A passion for people is why I do what I do
Designed uniquely by God, both me and you
All people are whole and striving for shalom
Whether a small recovery or finally going home
As nurses, the physical body is what we all learn
But loving each human life is God’s main concern

JAMES RYLAARSDAM

BRYCE RUSLER

The biggest thing that
college changed for me is
the way I think. There are
so many passionate
professors here who
really know what they are
talking about in their
fields of study. Professors like Visser,
Tazelaar, and Fessler changed the way I
think about life. They turned the cliché
“every square inch” into a real life view
that all parts of life are important to God.

During my years of
college I have learned
that I can show God’s
love through the way
that I teach, through the
way that I play football,
and the way that I
interact with my friends. I have learned
that God is my rock, and that I will make
it through times by leaning on Jesus and
trusting that he will guide me through.

LISA SMITH

After four years as an
agriculture major, I feel
more prepared to learn
than when I started
college. After graduation,
I hope to help feed the
growing population of
this world. My semester abroad in Zambia
make me realize that education is a
privilege, and not everybody can get an
education like the one I received at
Dordt. And every athletic season, my
cross country coach has helped me
improve as a runner and as a person,
making me a runner for life.

My spiritual walk grew
immensely while at Dordt
College. I am able to trust
God more and lean on
him in the good and the
bad times. The Dordt
community has shown
me what a true family of Christ looks like;
supporting, comforting, encouraging, and
loving me, even when I feel like I do not
deserve that love. I have been challenged
by this community to stand firm in what I
believe and to challenge each other
while walking with Christ.

AARON SPRONK

PHOTOS BY JORDAN EDENS ('13)
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DISCOVERY DAYS
TURNS 20 THIS YEAR
I can recall two events that solidified my decision to come to Dordt College.
The first was hearing the Dordt College Concert Choir and knowing instantly
that I needed to be part of it. The second was Dordt Discovery Days.
That was 20 years ago, and I was part of
the very first class of DDD students.
Back then Discovery
Days cost $150 for a
resident, a big amount
by a middle schooler’s
estimation. I was sure
my parents would need
extra convincing
to let me go. So I
wrote a letter explaining to Mom and
Dad that it was my dream to be a writer,
that this camp—specifically this creative
writing class—would be crucial in my
development and would make all the
difference in my future career. I also
promised to do extra chores to help pay
for the camp.

PHOTO ARCHIVE

because that’s exactly what’s happened.

“Every change that is made to the
program is meant to make the camp as
true to the Dordt College experience as
possible, so students get a real taste of
what Dordt College is like,” says De Wit.

Marta plans to serve as a Discovery Days
counselor, teacher, and worship leader
this summer.

Dordt College Sophomore Marta Vander
Top says, “Mission accomplished.”
A Discovery Days student in 2008 and
2009, Vander Top says, “I remember how
fun it was being all grown up and living
on campus.”
Discovery Days was the beginning of
Vander Top’s journey toward becoming
a Dordt student. She and her roommate,
Carly Tazelaar, met as seventh graders
in a digital media class led by Professor
Mark Volkers.

I’m pretty sure I didn’t actually do
the extra chores, but I do know that
Discovery Days started me on a path
to where I am now: writing—at Dordt
College.
It’s not surprising that other DDD
students also choose to
go to college at Dordt.
But I was surprised to
learn that 69 percent
of DDD students
decide Dordt is the
right place.

in the program.

“We told each other back then that we
would both come to Dordt as college
students, we would live together, and
we’d be best friends.” She laughs,
S

June 2009 ›

The camp requires the work of people
like Dianne and Marta, as well as “the
entire campus community. Maintenance
crew, dining staff, computer services,
housekeeping, instructors, student
services, Dordt student counselors,
worship leaders, and anyone who
welcomes or helps direct students to the
right buildings. Everyone plays a role,”
she says.
The instructors play one of the largest
roles during the week. “They consistently
find ways to get junior high kids excited
about learning and engaged in the
subject,” says De Wit. “They have been
creative and knowledgeable, and they
challenge themselves, year after year, to
come up with fresh ideas.”
What began with 84 students who
could choose from eight class
JORDAN EDENS ('13)

< Aug. 2013

“Seeing Discovery Day
students enrolled as
college students here
is the most rewarding
part of the experience,”
said Dianne De Wit, DDD
camp director.
Year after year, she’s
witnessed continuous
growth and improvement
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In 2009 Marta Vander Top was in awe on stage at DDD. Four years later she was
celebrating a team victory on stage during freshmen orientation activities.
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“The instructors have been creative and knowledgeable, and they
challenge themselves, year after year, to come up with fresh ideas.”
—Dianne De Wit, camp director

offerings, this year draws approximately
230 students choosing from 40 classes.
“We continue to develop classes in
new areas that students are interested

THEN AND NOW
Fifteen years ago (in 1999) the first
photography class course description read:
“Bring a 35 mm camera with a fl ash and one
12-exposure roll of color film (400 speed
for indoor/outdoor).” In contrast, today’s
photography class description reads: “Any
digital camera will
do, but a newer
digital model will
work best. Be sure
to bring camera
cords, batteries,
chargers, and
memory cards.”

in,” said De Wit. Twenty years ago, the
original class lineup included math,
writing, computer programming, theatre,
baseball, softball, soccer, art, and
science.
Today, DDD offers Beginner Web Design,
Taekwondo, Theatre Troupe, Build Your
Own App, Ooey Gooey Science, Character
Kaleidoscope, Let’s Make a Movie, Master
Angler, and Veterinary Science.
Drawing students from as near as Sioux
County and as far as Canada, Japan, and
the Netherlands, Discovery Days has
helped thousands of junior high school
students, like Marta and me, strengthen
our skills, explore our interests, and

In recent years, Dordt College has
also expanded its summer camp
opportunities to include sports and
academic camps for high school
students interested in math, the
sciences, and broadcasting.
See www.dordt.edu/camps

develop our passions. We hope it will
continue to do the same for middle
schoolers for the next 20 years.

SARAH VANDER PLAATS (’05)

PHOTO ARCHIVES
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ONLINE M.A. BRINGS
WITH IT DIVERSITY
AND CREATIVITY

Education Professor David Mulder is excited about the online format of
Dordt’s master of education program. Of course, Mulder gets excited about
many things. It’s what made him a good and well-loved middle school teacher.
He knows Dordt’s master’s program from
both sides; he’s been both a student and
a professor.
In the years since Mulder was a student,
the program has moved from primarily
a face-to-face classroom program to an
almost entirely online distance education
program.
“It’s actually a pretty similar program,” he
says. “It’s the way we engage students
that has shifted.”

NIKKI DYKSTRA ('15)

Mulder speaks appreciatively of his
graduate experience in the pre-online
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program. He describes the weeklong
courses as an exhausting but enriching
time on campus during the summer.
The depth of understanding he gained
and the bonds that developed between
people who spent such an intensely
focused week learning together affected
him deeply.
He’s just as excited about today’s
program. While each version has its
strengths, the new format done well can
better meet the needs of a diverse group

of adult learners who are increasingly
spread across the world, he feels. Last
year, his class included students from
Asia, Africa, and Central America; he had
students who taught in Christian schools
and teachers who taught in public
schools.
“Online education changes the way
you interact, but not necessarily in a
bad way,” Mulder says. As a distance
education instructor, he takes advantage
of the benefits online education offers
rather than relying on the strategies he
might employ in his campus classroom.

DEAN RIGGOTT

“Students learn more when they connect
with one another. If there is no peer
connection, it is simply a correspondence
course, and then you do lose something,”
he says.
Even though they aren’t sitting together
in a room, Mulder’s students give
presentations via video upload that
all respond to. He doesn’t hold in-time
interactive group sessions, although
some professors do, because having
students be able to do their work when
it fits
into their
schedule
allows
students
from
—David Mulder
places
like Japan
and Nigeria and Nicaragua to participate.
It also allows both him and his students
to respond more reflectively to ideas and
presentations than they might in face to
face sessions.

Good teaching trumps technology every time,
believes Education Professor David Mulder,
but technology can certainly support good
teaching.

our Christian perspective on life and
learning?”
Christian students who have not grown
up in or thought about teaching and

“We’re past the point where a teacher
can say ‘I’m not good with computers.’”

Mulder finds that having Christian
students from varied cultural settings
in the same class together enriches
all of them. The varied experiences
demonstrate that some issues and
topics are common to all, and it provides
opportunities to share fresh insights.
It also helps them more consciously
wrestle with the implications of what it
means to “teach Christianly,” Mulder says
with a nod to his former Professor John
Van Dyk.
“When we only talk among teachers who
share similar teaching experiences and
settings, it’s easy to rely on phrases and
ways of saying things that we’re familiar
with—and assume we all know what we
mean,” he says. Having to think about
what ideas mean in different settings,
whether in a Christian school or a public
school, a school in the United States or
one in another country, presents exciting
challenges and opportunities to ask
together, “How do we do this based on

learning from a Reformed perspective
often find it gives them a fresh and
authentic way to think about how to
teach, says Mulder.
“If our program is to be effective, we
need to keep wrestling with how our

faith and worldview affects our teaching
practices,” he says. “What does it mean to
treat children as image bearers of God in
contrast to talking about them as image
bearers. How do we plan lessons that
demonstrate our convictions in concrete
ways?”
Teaching Christianly is not about God
talk, he points out. It is the concrete
result of asking questions like “How do
we bend our will to God’s will in the way
we grade papers and even arrange our
classrooms for learning?”
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That means he consciously thinks not
only about the interaction between
students and instructor but also about
the relationships that develop between
student learners—because interaction
doesn’t happen automatically when
they’re not in the room together.

The results may not always look
completely different from other
classrooms, but they are conscious
attempts to put into practice what
teachers believe about children and how
they interact with God’s world.
As they engage with such ideas and
more, Mulder’s students use and learn
plenty of technology—something he
believes is imperative for teachers today.
“We’re past the point where a teacher
can say ‘I’m not good with computers,’”
he says. Mulder teaches a course titled
“Teaching and Learning with Technology”
and his students learn how to think about
the role of technology in teaching as they
gain practical skills. They ask questions
dealing with issues such as:
• whether technology replaces or

UNDERGRADUATE ONLINE COURSES
Online opportunities for Dordt College undergraduate students are
expanding. This summer four courses, Life Span Development,
Sociology and Social Justice, Responding to Literature, and English
Composition will be offered. Next summer that number could
grow to 15.
The primary goal is to give students more flexibility without
having to enroll at another institution, says Dr. Leah Zuidema.
Students who come late into a major or who are taking more
than one major or who are experiencing complications in
their lives beyond the classroom can now take one of their
requirements when it is most convenient for them.
“Courses at Dordt are taught to change students’
minds and hearts,” says Zuidema. “They are not
about facts and stats to memorize and get out
of the way.” The new online courses, like all
other courses at Dordt, are grounded in the
educational vision upon which the whole
curriculum is built: developing serviceable
insight for living in today’s world.
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NIKKI DYKSTRA ('15)

BLOGS & TWEETS
Professor David Mulder came to college
intending to major in computer science. Along
the way, he fell in love with education, but he
didn’t lose his interest in technology. Today,
he not only teaches his students how to use
the technology available, but also uses it to
share ideas and practices he’s learned about
teaching.
“We shouldn’t just use technology because it is
there. We need to make sure it contributes to
good teaching and learning, but we need to use
it,” he says.
Mulder began a blog he calls iTeach and iLearn
“as a reflective practice” several years ago.

"Dordt College will always be a residential campus, ﬁrst of all," says Professor David Mulder. "But for
practicing teachers around the world, online education can be a great tool for sharing what we offer."

supports pedagogy (“It supports.
Good teaching is still good teaching.”)
• whether technology and learning
are influenced by technology (“The
evidence says ‘yes.’”)
• how to model good digital citizenship
practices (“citing sources, following
copyright law, etc”)

respond, Mulder also engages with each
of them in very specific and actionable
ways.
It can take more time to respond
thoughtfully and intentionally, but the
results are almost always more beneficial
for students and more rewarding for
professors.

“Teaching is not for the faint of heart,”
Mulder’s students learn how to
says Mulder, who describes himself
create digital stories using graphics,
as coming into the profession kicking
video, and music. They practice using
and screaming. He’s never looked back,
communication channels such as Twitter,
though, as he continues to thoughtfully
blogs, and video chats. And, each week,
model what he is teaching.
Mulder shares a
free, online “Tech
Tool of the Week”—
presentation tools,
communication
tools, content tools,
—David Mulder, on using technology in the classroom
and more.

“If I say one thing and do another,
the doing speaks more loudly.”

He also uses technology to build in faceto-face contact, scheduling time to talk
with his students via Skype or Google
Hangouts. He sends each of them a short
weekly video that gives an overview of
the week and helps them get to know
him. He also requires his students to
work on some projects together, using
the wide range of technology available
today to do so.
“One of the things I love about online
teaching is that no one can hide behind
the person sitting in front of them, as
they sometimes do in a classroom,”
Mulder says. Because each person must
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“If I say one thing and do another, the
doing speaks more loudly.” Collaborative
learning needs to be practiced,
the scientific method needs to be
demonstrated, cognitive learning needs
to be modeled.
“It’s immensely fulfilling to have a hand
in shaping the cognitive and heart
development of students, to come
alongside parents in fulfilling their
baptismal vows,” he says. “I never take
that lightly.”
SALLY JONGSMA

“I try to be a reflective teacher,” he says, noting
that it’s always helpful to articulate in words
what you’re thinking and even better if others
affirm or push back on your ideas. Over the
past years he’s covered topics such as teaching
strategies, online teaching, worksheets,
assessment, and more.
While he writes the blog posts as much for
himself as for others, he’s happy if his ideas
help others and equally as happy if they
encourage further conversation with fellow
teachers. In the past two years, his blog has
had over 63,000 visits, and while most posts
only have a couple hundred views, several have
had over 1,000, and his most-viewed post (“It’s
Not 1989”—a reflection on how educational
technology has changed the teaching
profession) has had
over 5,000 hits.
Mulder stays active in
online conversations
and communication.
He tweets often and
follows colleagues’
tweets regularly. If you
visit his feed, you’ll find posts like these:
Great teachers make space for grace in their
classrooms. High expectations, but a warm
atmosphere.
Great teachers look for opportunities to connect
their teaching to the student’s world. Be mindful!
Great teachers embrace questions! What’s
scarier—kids asking questions or no one asking
questions!
And this one.
My brain is full and my eyes are tired. Good
teaching. Much learning. Need sleep. G’nite
Twitter.

D

r. Tim Van Soelen describes Dordt’s
masters of education program as
philosophical but pragmatic. The move
almost three years ago to an online
program has not changed
that, he says. But it has
changed other things. The
program is now reaching a
broader group of students
and, this year, conferred
T. Van Soelen
22 master of education
degrees, up from six last
year. The number of students in the
program is now 113, compared to 40
four years ago. The online program also
added a school leadership track, making
it more atractive to teachers interested in
school administration.

Van Soelen is thrilled with the results of
the move to online studies.
“We attract high quality students,”
he says. And the work these students
are doing also benefits the schools in
which they are teaching. For example,
those enrolled in the school leadership
emphasis complete a 400-hour internship
in a local school where they undertake
projects such as revising the teacher
evaluation program, implementing new
classroom collaboration strategies, or
developing new playground plans.
Van Soelen believes that a big asset of
Dordt’s online program is its flexibility.
It can serve students from around the
world, and it draws on the expertise of
professionals from around the world.
“Busy educators may not be able to
commit a week to come to campus to
teach a class, but they’re willing to

join an online webinar and give 30-60
minutes to a class,” he says. The online
delivery system draws on the insights of
such people as the national teacher of
the year, superintendents from a variety
of places, and recognized leaders in the
field of education.
“Our instructors are proven Christian
teachers and leaders who demonstrate
what we hope our candidates become.
They embody our intentional emphasis
on balancing theory and practice, filtered
through a God-centered understanding
of the purpose of education for the
kingdom,” says Van Soelen.
Graduates of Dordt’s master’s program
have a deep philosophical understanding
of what it means to teach and lead
Christianly, Van Soelen believes. They’ll
finish with improved teaching skills, and
they’ll continue to develop as Christian
teachers and leaders.

JAMIN VER VELDE ('99)

In the past, Dordt’s program attracted
primarily very young teachers and
teachers whose family responsibilities
were less intensive, people who had the
flexibility to be on campus for one to
three weeks each summer. The online
version offered today makes the program

more manageable for many teachers with
young families and limited resources.
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ONLINE M.A. GIVES FLEXIBILITY
FOR TEACHER-STUDENTS

Although enrollment in Dordt’s master of education program has been growing, it is happening
largely by word of mouth. “That’s afﬁrming for our faculty,” says Van Soelen. “It’s also a reflection on
the exceptional graduates who complete the program.”
27
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AMBASSADORS OF
GOOD MUSIC

Connecting with people is one of the most important aspects of the annual Dordt
College ensemble tours. Choir and band alternate tour dates; this year, Concert
Choir took a 12-day tour to the East Coast between March 6 and 17. Along the
way, the choir performed eight full evening concerts and sang for eight school
assemblies. They also participated in four church services.
DAN WOUDENBERG ('16)

“Host, host, host; family, family, family;
story, story, story; time, time, time... .”
Lisa Smith’s deep alto voice rang through
the bus speakers over the 52 choir
members, some already napping, others
already playing cards, calling them to the
front to share stories of their experiences
from the night before.
Students took their turns with the
microphone, telling the rest of the choir
how last night’s host family had fed
them too much food, had a really large,
incredibly smart dog, had told them
countless stories until midnight, or knew
someone who knew someone who was
related to them.
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“It’s one of the best outreaches we
do as an institution,” Choir Director
Ben Kornelis said. “We’re bringing 52
ambassadors into the community. We
have the opportunity to make a large
impact as we travel across the country.”
“Music brings such joy, and they especially love
to hear and talk with college students,” said
Cathy Reese, Resident Services Director at The
Holmstad.

ensembles. “Whether it’s playing ‘Dutch
Bingo,’ eating what seems like all the
food in their kitchen, or staying up just
talking.”

“Choir members are excellent
ambassadors of Dordt College,” said
Garry Zonnefeld. Zonnefeld, a college
relations representative who has gone on
every tour since 2006, believes that tours
demonstrate the excellence of Dordt’s
music department and show what Dordt
College is and who its students are.
Tours also give students an opportunity

DAN WOUDENBERG ('16)

“An honest highlight for me is getting
to know the host families,” said Senior
Devin Veenstra, who has been on five
tours with three different Dordt music

“There’s always something to talk about
and ways to understand each other,” said
Sophomore Rianne Van Wingerden. For
her, the fact that she plays the organ
became a good conversation piece.

2014 SPRING CONCERT CHOIR TOUR
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DAY 1

DAY 2

DAY 3

MAR 6

MAR 7

MAR 8

12:30 PM Pella
Christian High

10:13 AM Timothy
Christian High

7:00 PM Fulton
First CRC

2:00 PM The
Holmstad

7:00 PM Ridgewood
United Methodist

7:30 PM Wheaton
CRC

DAY 4

DAY 5

DAY 6

DAY 7

DAY 8

DAY 9

DAY 10

MAR 9

MAR 10

MAR 11

MAR 12

MAR 13

MAR 14

MAR 15

En route to
the
Rochester
area, Winter Storm
Vulcan forces the
group to shack up in
Elmira, NY, and
cancel two concerts

Free time in Niagara
Falls

1:00 PM Covenant
Christian High

Free time at Navy
Pier, Chicago

7:00 PM Talbot
Street CRC

7:30 PM LaGrave
CRC

7:00 PM South
Holland First CRC

8:30 AM Ridgewood
United Methodist
11:00 AM
Ridgewood United
Methodist

Free time in NYC
7:30 PM Lafayette
Federated Church

8:00 AM Veritas
Christian Academy
1:50 PM
Whitinsville
Christian School
7:30 PM Fairlawn
CRC

DAY 11

DAY 12

MAR 16

MAR 17

9:30 AM Bethel
CRC, Lansing, IL

8:00 AM Illiana
Christian High

6:00 PM Bethel
CRC, DeMotte, IN

11:45 AM Wheaton
Christian Academy

to thank supporters and to show them
what it is they have been supporting. And
they are a way to connect with former
students and recruit new ones.
Kornelis knows of instances in which
students have come to Dordt primarily
because they were exposed to the
college and its music program through
a performance at a school assembly.
Singing for assemblies lets high school
students see how they can continue to be
involved in music after high school.
At these assemblies, Kornelis often
asks Concert Choir members to show by
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Dr. Benjamin Kornelis often tells audiences and
prospective students that you don't have to be a music
major to sing in choir. Kornelis was, though. He holds
a Ph.D. from Michigan State University, sings in the
South Dakota Chorale, and has had several compositions
published.

hands how many of them are not music
majors. The majority raise their hands.
Sometimes, he also asks choir members
to tell their majors. Answers range from
accounting and engineering to art and
criminal justice.

Concert Choir sang at Wheaton Christian
Academy in Wheaton, Illinois. Dordt
Alumnus Joel Visker is the choral director
there. He and Kornelis have been trying
to arrange a tour stop at Wheaton
Academy for years.

“You don’t have to be a music major to
sing in choir,” Kornelis often says. “We
love our non-majors.”

Kornelis wanted to sing at Wheaton
because the school has traditionally had
a strong choral program, but not many
of them have come to Dordt College. He
and Visker wanted to put a face to the
name and have the students hear and
experience Dordt’s choir for themselves.

Visiting schools also gives younger
singers an opportunity to hear a good
choir and improve their own singing and
excitement for music.
On the final day of this year’s tour, the

Visker was excited about the opportunity
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to connect his students with Dordt.
“My experience in the Dordt College
choral music program was foundational
for my deciding to pursue a career in
choral music,” Visker said. “Dr. Kornelis
had a huge impact on who I am and how
I structure the choral music program at
Wheaton Academy. It was only natural for
me to want to connect my past with my
present.”
Visker’s students enjoyed hearing Dordt’s
choir.

Timothy Van Voorst, the choir director
at Pella Christian High School, felt that
hearing the Dordt choir benefitted his
students, too.
“Seeing and hearing an excellent college
choir is motivating for students. They see
where music can take them in the coming
years,” said Van Voorst.
As they perform, Dordt choir members
also see that they are having an impact
on students.
Veenstra enjoyed watching students
react to two songs in particular. “O Love
That Will Not Let
Me Go” was sung
by men only and
featured some
soaring tenor
notes. “O Lord God”
allowed the basses
to show off their
range.

was a good stopping point between
Illinois and New Jersey, even though
there are not many Dordt connections
in Ohio. They asked to sing a concert at
Ridgewood United Methodist Church, and
even though there was only one Dordt
alumnus present, the audience received
the choir well.

The audience in Parma was enthusiastic
not only in their comments but also in
their donations. According to Smith, the
donations were all the more encouraging
for the choir because many of those in
attendance had never heard of Dordt
College.

—Joel Visker ('00), choral director at Wheaton Christian Academy
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“They’re giving because of what we did,
not because of a connection to Dordt,”
Smith said.

Smith always enjoys watching the
audience during concerts. An audience in
Parma, Ohio, particularly stood out.

For Van Wingerden, two other audiences
were memorable. One was at an assisted
living facility in Batavia, Illinois, called
The Holmstad. The choir took the time
to talk to the residents following the
concert. Residents were excited to
have the students there and were very
appreciative of the music.

The choir sang in Parma because it

“Music brings such joy, and they

“I remember one girl mouthing ‘wow,’
during ‘O Lord God,’” he added.

Chad Feenstra and Cathy Branderhorst met
on choir tour in the spring of 1992 and started
dating shortly after that. “Who knew that a
quiet, but lengthy supper conversation in some
small church in Wisconsin would lead to almost
20 years of marriage and four children. We
have many great memories of choir tour–from
the fellow students we got to know better by
spending days on end on a charter bus together
to the wonderful host families we met along
the way.”

“We had an obvious impact,” Smith said.
“They were grateful and authentic—they
truly meant it.”

“It was valuable for my students
to reset their ears to a standard
of excellence represented by the
Dordt Concert Choir.”

“Whenever the men
would sing ‘O Love’
at assemblies, the faces of the guys in
the choirs would perk up because they
recognized the talent it took, but also
because they realized they could sound
that good too,” Veenstra said.

It’s impossible to know exactly how many Dordt
marriages began on choir tour, but there have
been many over the decades. Following is a
small sampling.

PHOTO SUBMITTED

“It was valuable for my students to reset
their ears to a standard of excellence
represented by the Dordt Concert Choir.
When students hear a great choir, they
intuitively sing better,” Visker said.

Down time on tour ranges from rollicking
Rook games to pick-up games in school
gyms or church activity rooms. And it builds
camaraderie among choir members.

LOVE IS IN THE AIR

Kyla Jameson and Ross De Wit were engaged
on the 2008 choir tour to the East Coast.
Approaching Times Square during their free day
in New York City, Kyla says she kept bugging
Ross to take a picture with her. He kept saying
no and walking on. Finally, standing between
lanes of traffic on the concrete median, he
wanted to take a picture. After a code word to
his cousin, Matt, he popped the question.
“We have a really special place in our hearts
for our Concert Choir experience. Music has
always been a common interest of ours, and we
thoroughly enjoyed being in Concert Choir at
Dordt. Every day, we miss it!” says Kyla.
Sierra Tiegs met Josh Pearson on the 2010
spring choir tour to the Northwest. “On one
of the drives, we sat next to each other and
started talking about our lives. The next
morning as we were loading the bus, I made
sure to get on before Josh and saved him a seat.
He was one of the last to get on the bus and
the seat I had saved was one of the only ones
left. I was feeling pretty good about my sneaky
plan, as we had at least a couple of hours to
talk. We were married just a few months after
graduation and live in beautiful Colorado
Springs, where I am happily called by my music
students, Mrs. Pearson!”

The assembly at Elim Christian School
in Palos Heights, Illinois, also stood out.
Elim is a school for students with special
needs, and Van Wingerden enjoyed
watching the students get into the music,
dancing in their seats.
“There were students that yelled out in
joy, as well as those who got out of their
chairs to dance and jump to the music,”
according to Megan Swiss, who teaches
a high school class at Elim. “One of them
even asked if there was a CD that he
could buy because he wanted to listen
to more. It meant the world to me that
the Dordt choir students took time after
the performance to mingle and meet our
students.”

Each day on tour, choir members spend up to 30 minutes doing warm ups. These warm ups range
from vocalizations to stretches to back rubs.

Tours also deepen relationships between
choir members. This year’s weather
helped. On March 12, the choir was
scheduled for an assembly and concert in
Rochester, New York; however, bad roads
forced the bus to stop early at a hotel for
the night.
In a Facebook post, Kornelis said, “We
pulled off the freeway and into the hotel
parking lot just as the driving rain was
changing over to icy, sleety, slushy ick.
Let the rip-roaring Rook tournament
commence!”

meeting room to the choir for the night
so they could set up tables for games.
Choir members ate pizza and played
games and watched movies.

Kornelis pointed to this line often during
the tour, reminding both the Dordt choir
and high school choirs that being able to
make music is an incredible gift.

“Playing Rook and King’s Court until well
past midnight may not have been the
wisest choice health-wise, but it allowed
us all to get closer as a choir,” said
Veenstra.

“No matter what, after college I can keep
praising God with my gifts. It was a good
reminder,” Smith said. “Those gifts never
die away.”

And every tour gives students free
time to spend in new places. This year
they explored both New York City and
Chicago.

Commence it did. The hotel offered their
DAN WOUDENBERG ('16)

Catching a nap on the church floor in Cleveland,
Sam De Groot almost caught a shoe as his wake-up
call from fellow choir members.
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especially love to hear and talk with
college students,” said Cathy Reese,
resident services director at The
Holmstad. “We are very appreciative
that Dordt College reached out to us and
offered this great ministry of performing
for our residents.”

“Highlights for me were getting to see
New York City for the first time and
spending time in Chicago with people
who have never been there,” said Senior
Matt DeJong, who lives near Chicago. “I
love going to the city, and I love taking
people to places that I enjoy.”
All of the singers are grateful for the
experience of coming together musically
as a choir.
“LaGrave Christian Reformed Church was
an awesome place to sing. I think that’s
when we were most together as a choir,”
said Smith. “We were glorifying God all
night. I couldn’t stop smiling.” The words
of “O Lord God,” “I will sing to the Lord as
long as I live,” took on new meaning for
her that night.

At the end of each concert, the choir filed
out of the auditorium for devotions by
themselves and to sing the end of “Praise
to the Lord,” a piece that has closed every
tour concert for years.
After the home concert at Dordt College
on March 21, the choir came together
in the parking lot of the B.J. Haan
Auditorium for their final devotions of the
tour.
Standing in a circle, alternating men
and women and holding hands, robes
flapping in the wind and legs shaking
from the cold and adrenaline, choir
members lifted their hands and voices
one last time, the sound filling the
darkness.
Yea, let the Amen sound from his people
again; gladly for aye we adore him.
Alleluia!
ANNA VISSER (’14) PARTICIPATED IN HER FINAL
CONCERT CHOIR TOUR THIS SPRING.
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Kornelis often gets two kinds of Facebook messages from former students: "thanks for the memories" and "thought I'd let you know I'm singing with... ."

BUILDING A CHOIR
“Trust” is the first thing Dr. Ben Kornelis mentions
when asked “What makes a good choir?”
“You need to create a comfortable
enough atmosphere that singers are
willing to take vocal risks,” he says. “A
singer needs to be able to sing a wrong
note or make a bad sound if they’re going
to make a really good sound.”
To make that happen, Kornelis creates
opportunities for choir members to feel
comfortable with each other.

not compete with one another,” he says.
In auditions for his choirs, Kornelis
looks for excellent pitch, a pleasant
tone, good ears, and a sense of musical
expressiveness. When a singer has these,
Kornelis says, he can teach them the rest
of what they need to know to be a good
choir member—things like pronunciation
and even note reading.

“My responsibility is
to create a context in
which choir members
feel free to laugh with
each other and be able
to move on when they
make a mistake,” he
says. Sectionals help,
but going on tour is
always one of the best
ways for this to happen
—Dr. Benjamin Kornelis
because students
spend so much time
together and work so hard together that
As he listens to singers audition, he’s
trust grows naturally and quickly. It’s why
also thinking about balancing range and
a choir usually keeps getting better and
character of the voices. There are only
better as a tour progresses.
52 spots in Concert Choir, and he wants
a full, well-supported sound from all
Of course, trust alone won’t build a great
sections.
choir. Kornelis needs good singers.
Once the choir is selected, members play
“I’m blessed, this year especially, to be
some part in deciding how songs will be
able to ask almost anyone in the choir
sung.
to do a solo,” Kornelis says. They’re that
good. But having good soloists doesn’t
“I come into a rehearsal with a good idea
automatically make a good choir.
of what I’d like, but I want the students
to be able to help experiment a bit too
“They need to complement one another,
so that together we come to the right

“My responsibility is to create a
context in which choir members
feel free to laugh with each
other and be able to move on
when they make a mistake.”
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SINGING FOR LIFE
“Singing is a life skill, and it is physically
good for you,” Kornelis says. Singing is a good
cardio-vascular activity and singers often have
increased respiratory capacity and slower
heart rates. Brain scans have shown that
participating in music engages many different
parts of the brain. Children who play an
instrument early seem to develop more mental
muscle, and it can help older people stay
mentally sharp.
There are social benefits, too.
“If you move to a new town and love to sing,
joining a church or community choir is a great
way to get to know people, and choir members
are often trusting, expressive people—people
you may have more things in common with,”
says Kornelis. A study done by Chorus America
showed that people who participate in choirs
are more involved in their communities, are
often good donors, and are usually engaged
citizens.
“I think every church should have a choir,”
Kornelis says. “Anyone can sing in a church
choir and contribute to something that enriches
the life of the whole. I like to think of the
church choir as a model for the body of Christ—
all members contributing their various skills
and talents, giving of themselves in praise to
God and service to others.”

decision about how to sing a piece.” His
goal is to help them develop into strong
confident singers, not just for his choir
but for the rest of their lives.
Kornelis spends each summer choosing
the music for the following year. He
begins with a huge stack of sheet music

on his piano and gradually works his way through it, playing
and listening to recordings of performances.

“Over a possible four years in choir, they should experience
everything from Gregorian to Renaissance, classical, avantgarde, gospel, non-Western pieces—and much more,” he says.
Such variety also keeps students engaged.
“Not everyone likes every piece, but hopefully both students
and audience find something they can relate to and like using
this approach,” he says. “A few songs might be a little like
vitamins. As you chew them you know they’re good for you
even if you don’t like the first taste.”
Interestingly, sometimes it is the “chewy, dissonant, really
hard” pieces that students end up liking the most. Learning
to sustain a pitch amidst dissonant notes and trusting
themselves to do so can feel very satisfying. And learning
pieces from different historical styles ensures that singers will
learn a variety of technical skills and techniques.

DAN WOUDENBERG ('16)

Some of Kornelis’s concerts follow a theme; some might focus
on a composer. For the Fall Music Festival, Kornelis always
chooses pieces that fall into four general categories: classical,
non-Western, church music, and lighthearted—dessert, as he
describes it.
Students and audiences often love the non-Western pieces,
“probably because they often have a
different sound and color as well as
different subject matter from what
they’re used to,” Kornelis says. “They
help us learn about other cultures but
also about our common humanity.”

Kornelis and many of his choir
members develop a four-year
relationship that leaves a
lasting impact of all of them.

D

r. John MacInnis loves doing research as much as he
loves playing music. He also loves Latin. At one point, he
thought he’d be a church music director. He earned a master’s
degree in sacred music (organ), but in the process became
enamored with musicology and earned a second master’s in
historical musicology. He studied the collaboration between
Leonard Bernstein (composer, conductor) and Roger Englander
(producer, director) that resulted in the New
York Philharmonic Young People’s Concerts; he
also looked at the role television has played
in shaping public appreciation for orchestral
music in the United States.
John MacInnis
It was when he combined his Latin and
musicology, though, that he found his real
passion. Looking for a dissertation topic he could get excited
about, he came across John Scottus Eriugena, who MacInnis
describes as one of the foremost intellectuals of the ninth
century and a passionate Christian. Eriugena’s writings
had been studied previously for insights into performance
practices of his day, but MacInnis wanted to do a contextual
study of his contributions. Since only part of his works had
been translated from Latin, he first had to translate large
portions of Eriugena’s commentaries. It was a labor of love,
even as he wondered if it would be a horrible career move.

It wasn’t. MacInnis, who did his undergraduate work at Bob
Jones University, worked at the university’s publishing house
under “a Reformed guy” who kept pushing him to read books
by people like Albert Wolters and Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. He
also introduced him to the Contemporary Testimony, “Our
World Belongs to God.” MacInnis’s goal became to find a
teaching position at a Reformed university. When a music
position opened at Dordt, he applied eagerly.

Kornelis thinks he has one of the
best jobs on campus—certainly the
best “seat” in the house as sound
washes over him and throughout the
auditorium.

“In the Dordt College Music Department, we’re very interested
in tracing the connections between music and the cultures
that arise around it,” MacInnis says. Similarly, his dissertation
explores Eriugena’s musical thought as a reflection of the
values of Eriugena’s cultural context.

“If I had hair, it would blow back,”
he says with a chuckle. “It’s loud,
powerful, and very exciting when the
singers are hitting on all cylinders.”

“My path has been rather unconventional thus far. But, along
the way I trusted that if I threw myself into work I loved and
kept my eyes open, I’d find God leading me in the direction to
go,” he says.

Every day, he leaves rehearsal with
some sense of progress; and even
on his worst days, he leaves with a
sense that he’s had a part in bringing
something beautiful into the world.

MacInnis plans to continue doing musicology research that
uses his gifts in Latin, music, and Reformed worldview. He’s
been energized by the Educational Framework that underlies
Dordt’s curriculum and wants to engage fellow musicians,
especially his students, in what the absolute Lordship of Christ
means for their lives as musicians in the kingdom of God.

SALLY JONGSMA
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As he selects the next year’s repertoire, Kornelis balances
a variety of goals. He wants the audience to appreciate and
enjoy the pieces as they listen, and he needs to like them
enough himself to be able to live with them for the several
months it takes to prepare, rehearse, and perform them with
his students. But most importantly, Kornelis needs to provide
his students with a broad education in musical styles and
periods.

JOHN MACINNIS
RECEIVES HIS
PH.D.
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D

r. John Kok arrived at Dordt College
in 1983 to teach philosophy. His
favorite course was Philosophy 201, the
introductory core philosophy course
required of all Dordt students.

VANESSA BARTELS ('93)
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KOK HANGS UP HIS HATS
“It’s what I loved most and miss most,”
he says, even though he’s not taught 201
since he took an administrative post in
1997. He was good at it, too, as some of
Dordt’s current leaders will testify.
“As a beginning public school English
teacher and graduate student in English
teacher education, I found myself
reaching back to Philosophy 201 to
help me sort through the perspectives
I encountered in my daily work and
studies,” says Dr. Leah Zuidema, dean
for curriculum and instruction at Dordt.
“I still draw from these ideas in my work
with faculty, and I am grateful for the
formative influence he had on shaping
my understanding.”
“I don’t remember taking any notes
in the class. I found the subject too
interesting to waste time writing,” says
Engineering Professor Ethan Brue. “It
was my first experience with philosophy,
and philosophy with John
Kok helped me step back
far enough to see knowing,
learning, believing, and what
I was studying through a
panoramic lens of Scripture.”

Over the years Kok has served as dean
for the humanities, dean for research
and scholarship,
director of the
Andreas Center
for Reformed
Scholarship and
The John Calvin Award
Research, and
is given annually to a
managing editor
Dordt faculty member
who inspires students
of Dordt Press.

AWARD

Dutch system that expected independent
learning shaped the young professor.
Teaching two large Philosophy 201
sections every semester was demanding
and when an opportunity arose to
give administrative leadership in the
humanities division, Kok threw his hat
into the ring, convinced that he could be
capably replaced. He felt the new role
would give him an opportunity to give a

“Philosophy deals with
foundations, with important
issues that are often so
obvious—like the nose on
your face—that you don’t
always see them.”

“Philosophy deals with
foundations, with important
issues that are often so
obvious—like the nose on
your face—that you don’t
always see them,” Kok says.
Philosophy helped him
—Dr. John Kok
learn where ideas come
from; how traditions like
dualism, otherworldliness, and fatalistic
different kind of leadership.
determinism came to be accepted by
In his academic administrative work, Kok
some Christians; and how one's view of
helped Dordt College receive a $50,000
the world affects how one lives.
planning grant and then a $2.5 million
Kok deepened his philosophical expertise
grant from Lilly Endowment Inc.
at the Free University in Amsterdam,
“We did good work together,” he says,
today known as the VU University. Living
referring to the collaboration within a
in a houseboat on a canal in Amsterdam,
faculty and staff group that led to the
learning fluent Dutch, and studying in a
grant. The grant was used in part to
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develop Core 100, a first-year seminar
known as Kingdom, Identity, and Calling,
which has gone through several revisions
and remains an important part of Dordt’s
curriculum. The grant also enabled Dordt
to add another half position in theology
at a time when the college was building a
youth ministry major.

to develop their world

Dordt Press
and life view within
remains close to
their own area of study
and expertise. Chosen
his heart. Kok
from nominations by
has increased
alumni and faculty, this
the number of
year’s award was given
academic titles
to Dr. John Kok.
published by
Dordt Press,
“John is known for
being able to capture
including works
the imagination and
by Reformed
attention of large
Christian authors
classes. The passion he
that might not
brought to a Reformed
otherwise have
worldview as a way of
seen the light of
thinking and as a life
day. Dordt Press
system was incredible,”
is a small player
said President Erik
Hoekstra.
in the publishing
business, so
Kok encourages
authors to
consider another publisher if they have
the option. But, he is happy to publish
worthy works that are not deemed
marketable enough to warrant the
attention of larger publishers.
Kok expects the years ahead to be richly
filled: reading the books he never had
time to read; completing a book started
in 1998; using the editorial, translating,
and copyediting skills he developed
working with Dordt Press; and continuing
to preach in area churches.
SALLY JONGSMA

Soundings

FEATURES

A FACULTY REFLECTION

True, correct, or just accurate?
I am convinced that Christians should
be more precise when talking about
truth. Is it true that “all truth is God’s
truth”? And if so, what does that mean
for the ways we lead, guide, and enable
others? And how can
one test the verity of
what one knows? Many
Christians, for example,
are convinced that “God
is in control,” but the
only place in Scripture
where it says “the
whole world is under
[his] control,” the “he” refers to “the evil
one” (1 John 5:19)!
There are different ways of knowing,
but knowledge, I believe, is only true if
it helps develop Christ’s lordship of the
world (rather than the devil’s) and pleases
God. This implies that not everything that
is accurate or correct is true.
Knowing that the temperature outside
my window right now is 48° F is reliable
in the sense of accurate. And I have no
more reason to doubt the accuracy of
Darwin’s observation that the barbarians
of Tierra del Fuego valued their dogs
more than they did their old women than
I have cause to question the accuracy
of his assertion that the feathered wing
of a bird has a different construction
than the membrane-covered wing of
a bat. Or an entirely different kind of
example: pitching a no-hitter, well and
with precision—even in the context
of exorbitant salaries and pretended
fame—has everything to do with accurate
know-how.
On the other hand, I believe that
Archbishop Ussher’s 17th-century
calculation that the ark touched down
on Mount Ararat on 5 May 2348 B.C. was,
however well-intended, “inaccurate.”
Knowledge can also be correct. A medical
doctor who can read thermometers

accurately and understands how
temperature, white blood cells, and
viral infections are interrelated has
a correct understanding of his field.
Likewise, some who do not know Christ
can write good poetry, develop a sound
investment strategy, or show insight into
environmental degradation.
I would not call Darwin’s claims about
how dogs are valued in Tierra del Fuego
or the difference between the wings of
birds and bats correct, however, because
when taken in their context we see
that by highlighting certain accurate
observations he is crafting a design-less
theory that he believes holds for most
everything that lives.

the world, and not merely understanding
it, for Christ’s sake. The coming of
the kingdom of God has changed, is
changing, and will change the world; a
change over time in which human beings
and other creatures will flourish.
I agree with Nick Wolterstorff that “the
concept of shalom provides a way of
fitting together justice and worship,
evangelism and art, piety and rights… .
They belong together as the content of
what the biblical writers call the kingdom
of God. Shalom is the content of God’s
Reign” (Educating for Shalom, 124-134).
This knowledge is, as Wolterstorff puts
it, knowing shaped by a passion for the

Truth is hopeful and life-giving,
disclosing God’s fidelity and his
promise of shalom.

A different example: In
his book The World is Flat,
Thomas Friedman shares
his surprise when told that
the flattening process he
describes in his book was
actually first identified
by Marx and Engels in 1848 in the
Communist Manifesto. Friedman describes
his “awe at how incisively Marx detailed
[and foreshadowed] the forces that were
flattening the world,” i.e., “the inexorable
march of technology and capital to
remove all barriers, boundaries, frictions,
and restraints to global commerce” (202).
Were I Friedman (which I definitely am
not) and using the accurate, correct, true
rubric that I am suggesting, I’d have to
say Marx was “correct” in his prognosis,
but fundamentally misguided when it
came to the truth of the matter, because
a proletarian revolution offers no hope.
Truth is hopeful and life-giving,
disclosing God’s fidelity and his
promise of shalom—a peace that passes
understanding; a process of disclosure
and sanctification into which we are
called by the power of the Holy Spirit.
True knowledge is aimed at changing

suffering and the wounded in the world;
by one’s Christian vision of creaturely
flourishing and social justice.
The bottom line is that the handle we
have on facts and more-or-less complex
states of affairs is defined by the context
of the battle that Scripture discloses
between the kingdom of light and the
kingdom of darkness. Our walking in the
truth is not what it’s all about. We are
called—with serviceable insights that
are both accurate and correct—to pursue
fidelity under the umbrella of God’s grace
in every dimension of our lives, but our
doing so is only possible because Jesus
Christ is the Way, the Truth, and the Life.

DR. JOHN KOK LOOKS FORWARD TO CONTINUING
HIS SCHOLARLY WORK IN RETIREMENT.
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MAHAFFY STUDIED
RATTLESNAKE HABITATS
Biology Professor Dr. James Mahaffy credits his love for science to having
grown up in Eritrea in East Africa.
VANESSA BARTELS ('93)

M

ahaffy received an early education
in ecology by exploring the habits
and habitats of the animals that roamed
and scurried across the rocky areas in the
highlands north of Ethiopia.
The Mahaffys had a Klipspringer as a
pet—a rock antelope that stands about
15 inches high. Mahaffy watched
troupes of baboons, hunted scorpions,
investigated praying mantis egg sacs,
and domesticated African chameleon
lizards that caught flies on the screens in
their home. Homeschooled throughout
his elementary school years, he took
high school courses by correspondence.
Both gave him plenty of opportunities
to explore and learn about the world
around him.

Recently he’s been looking at the
historical distributions of rattlesnakes
in the Midwest, based on death records
in different communities. This research
also helped find specific areas where
they were likely quite common. Some
rattlesnakes are still found in Broken
Kettle Nature Preserve, less than an hour
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Mahaffy, who did his doctoral research
on fossils, has spent most of his 35
years at Dordt trying to make biology
interesting
to nonmajors. He
told about
tapeworms
taller than
a door,
about
having
malaria
and hook
worm,
and about
using
Epsom salt
to treat
parasites.
He tried to
help them
understand
how
nutrients get to the big toe or what
happened to the oatmeal they had
for breakfast, all to help his students
connect concrete experiences to what
they were learning.

Mahaffy, who
did his doctoral
research on
fossils, has
spent most of
his 35 years at
Dordt trying to
make biology
interesting to
non-majors.

“I’ve always had an interest in wildlife,”
he says. In recent years that interest
focused on two Midwestern species:
mountain lions and rattlesnakes.
For several years, Mahaffy says, he was
known as the wacky professor interested
in mountain lions, and, in fact, after a
farmer shot one in Sioux County, he was
interviewed by a reporter from the Public
Broadcasting System. Mahaffy followed
reports of mountain lion sightings
locally to try to gather evidence of male
mountain lions moving back into Eastern
South Dakota, Iowa, and Southern
Minnesota from Western South Dakota.
However, without funding to radiotag the
animals, it was difficult to learn more and
he turned his attention to rattlesnakes.

people are having on other creatures
and he knows that God’s creatures need
places to live. He also understands that
people have safety concerns.

from Dordt College, but overall their
numbers greatly diminished as settlers
plowed the land. Timber rattlesnakes
can still be found in the cracks in the
limestone along the Mississippi River.
Mahaffy has focused on the lesser
known Massasauga Rattler that lives in
wetland areas. As wetlands disappeared
into cropland, the Massasauga also
diminished in number. Today, Mahaffy
says, there are likely only four or five
population areas left.
Many say “good riddance”’ to mountain
lions and rattlesnakes, but Mahaffy
thinks it’s good to know the impact

Mahaffy hopes that he has been able
to instill in his students a sense of awe
and wonder toward creation and its
Creator by helping them learn about and
feel something toward the creatures
who share their world. He hopes his
former students will continue to learn
and explore so that they can also have
an impact on the actions, policies, and
beliefs of others.
SALLY JONGSMA

When Dennis De Jong began teaching high school mathematics and physics,
he and his students didn’t even have access to calculators to help them solve
complicated problems.

U

VANESSA BARTELS ('93)

sing calculators really made a
difference in the kind of problems I
could include on tests,” he recalls. He no
longer had to avoid using problems that
required lengthy calculations and worry
about having enough time for students
to show whether they had learned the
concepts behind the new material.
Then, in 1980, Southwest Christian
High School in Edgerton, Minnesota,
where he then taught, purchased its first
computers. De Jong took two computer
programming courses and began
teaching basic programming to high
school students. The more he got into it,
the more he liked it.
In the summer of 1983, he participated
in an intensive program in computer
science. Both high schools and colleges
were looking for people to teach
computer science—including Dordt. His
new expertise in computer programming,
combined with his background in
mathematics education, made him a
good candidate for a position in Dordt’s
mathematics and growing computer
science department. He came to Dordt
in 1985 and has taught both future math
teachers and computer science majors
ever since.
Technology has changed
teaching for De Jong,
but it has also changed
learning for students.
Today’s future teachers
use Smartboards and
PowerPoints easily and
naturally.

FEATURES

DE JONG SEES GROWTH
OF COMPUTER SCIENCE
relates to the world around them.
Today technology is as integral a part
of mathematics education as it is of
computer science, and sometimes the
challenge is more about mastering
communication between people who
need to work together than it is on
mastering the technology they work
with. As a computer science instructor,
De Jong knows that in today’s world
most problems are approached by teams
of people—individuals who know how
to use technology, but who also can
collaborate in ways that bring better
solutions to the problems they are
trying to solve. He encourages such
collaboration in his classes.
De Jong has worked with nearly 100
mathematics teachers over the past 29
years.
“I’ve been blessed to work with many
good students who are now good
teachers,” he says. In the past few years,
he has been joined at Dordt by faculty
that include one of his mathematics
education students and with one of his
computer science students.
“I’ve appreciated being able to work with

“Technology certainly does not solve all problems but it
allows students to dig deeper and often better understand
concepts because they can be so easily visualized.”
—Dennis De Jong

“Technology certainly does not solve
all problems but it allows students to
dig deeper and often better understand
concepts because they can be so easily
visualized,” he says.

Technology also allows professors to
build real problems from news or data.
Access to census and population data,
for example, can serve as a rich source
of information for engaging teachers
and students in mathematics that

colleagues who share a similar goal,”
he says. He still will. De Jong expects to
continue teaching parttime next year.
SALLY JONGSMA
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Art Professor Jake Van Wyk definitely was not
interested in teaching as a college student. He
wanted to do art—all of it: drawing, painting,
printmaking, sculpture, ceramics, photography.

T

oday he admits that his short
attention span and drive might
have had something to do with wanting
to work in every medium. His energy
helped him create many pieces of art, but
also do a host of other things, such as
reconstructing a historic barn, wrestling,
and caring for sheep, goats, and horses.
Van Wyk attributes at least part of his
drive to his immigrant
background. He spent
much of his childhood
reading and drawing. And
he learned how to work.

VANESSA BARTELS ('93)
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JAKE VAN WYK MOVES TO
FULL TIME ARTIST
variety of media and grow as an artist. In
addition to preparing several individual
shows, he has been commissioned to
create three large art works on campus.
Van Wyk believes art history plays a
valuable role in teaching art. It helps him
demonstrate how to work in different
media and gives students a foundation
that makes them better applied artists

“It’s a wonderful challenge to
excite students who may come
in suspicious of art to begin to
develop appreciation and even
enthusiasm for art.”

“We were expected to work
circles around our peers
and always be busy with
our hands,” he says of his
family. That expectation
taught him to work fast
—Jake Van Wyk
and turned him into a
prolific artist. He estimates
that he’s made hundreds of
and designers. One of his greatest
prints, dozens of paintings, thousands of
challenges, but also most satisfying
pots, and several large sculptures.
experiences, has been teaching the fine
Van Wyk describes his mantra as “Always
bite off more than you can chew” and
“make the next thing better than the last
thing.”
Despite not wanting to teach, Van Wyk
has spent most of his career teaching art.
In college, a professor asked him to help
fire the kiln; he soon took over the firing
and began helping in the studio. He was
hooked even before a fellow student told
him he had a gift for teaching. Except for
a stint in printing and graphic design, he’s
been in the classroom ever since he left
graduate school.
“Dordt’s program was a perfect fit for
me,” he says. It allowed him to teach a
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arts section of the Core Introduction to
the Arts course at Dordt.

him clarify his Christian understanding
of doing art, in part thanks to the
collaborative efforts encouraged and
developed within the broader faculty and
the department.

“It’s a wonderful challenge to excite
students who may come in suspicious of
art to begin to develop appreciation and
even enthusiasm for art, even if it is car
design,” he says. He believes his efforts
were part of tending God’s garden.

“I’ve come to understand that
collaboration with other artists and
feedback from a wide range of people
during the process is what enriches the
whole experience and widens the circle
of artistic enrichment,” he says.

In his own work, Van Wyk says he wants
to create something that’s never been
seen before. He’s not interested in
creating “nice things” but pieces that grab
the viewer and lead to dialogue between
the artwork and the viewer.

Van Wyk is not retiring so that he can do
less work, but more.

Van Wyk says being at Dordt also helped

SALLY JONGSMA

“I’ve been blessed with a lot of energy,”
he says. “I hope I can create some
significant artwork in the years ahead.”

A

s Reformed Christians, we think
we understand the world a bit
differently. We see meaning and purpose
in all things. This vision should inﬂuence
our work, thought
processes, dreams,
and structures. To
tell a different story,
we need to think and
dream differently.

communication, uncover strengths of
existing employees and provide space to
develop them, and that we value input
and perspective regardless of position.

We believe all people
are created in the
image of God and thrive by living and
working together in community. This
biblical principle has huge workplace
implications. It means we strive to
provide opportunities for good internal

One way we do this is when the Board
of Trustees invites faculty and staff to
celebrate the work that has been done
here. This year, we honored the six
retirees profiled earlier in this issue.

DC AT BOSTON
Three Dordt alumni ran the 2014 Boston
Marathon and shared their stories.
Michelle (Steiger, ’12) Haan, 3:19:29
“The fans were incredible, screaming
and cheering the entire way. The
downhills were great at the beginning,
but I was definitely able to feel their
effects as the race went on.”
Luke Vander Leest (’99), 3:47:11
“Being in Boston a year after the bombings
was an emotional and energizing experience.
The city of Boston exemplified their strength
to the world. Personally the race didn't go as
planned. After training all winter in freezing
temperatures, sunny 70-degree weather took
its toll early, causing dehydration, muscle
cramps, and the worst marathon of my career
(after a 3:02 qualifying time). However, as I
reﬂect on the experience, I know that God
is still teaching me lessons from a favorite
passage in Hebrews 12. I was certainly
surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses,
and God is still teaching me how to run with
perseverance the race he marked out for me.”
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CELEBRATING
EACH OTHER
Dordt College can be a leader in this
area, offering the Reformed perspective
that all things can be done for the glory
of God. We try to embed this vision in our
curriculum and across campus.

They dared to dream differently and
give their voice to the mission of the
institution. Over their combined 170
years of service, thousands of students
have walked the halls of Dordt College.
And with each of those graduates, a
piece of the retirees’ legacy lives on.
This spring we also celebrated the
contributions of retiring Alumni Council
members. Their efforts have increased
enrollment, improved alumni relations,
and enhanced our career development
efforts. Retiring members include:
Sandy Roth—Escondido, California
Jeff Moore—Redmond, Washington
Melissa Prins—Sioux Falls, South Dakota
Gale Tien—Orange City, Iowa
Ryan Dooyema—Brookfield, Wisconsin
We celebrate their vision for and service
to the college, and we give thanks for
their inﬂuence on the next generation of
leaders, including students like Narayan,
Elizabeth, and Rachel, this year’s alumni
scholarship recipients.
Together with the 18,000+ alumni that
make Defender Nation strong, we give
thanks for their dedication!

Vicki (Veenstra, ’78) Vanderkwaak, 3:59:27
Husband Lloyd Vanderkwaak’s (’78) Facebook
post said it all: “Congratulations on a fourth
sub-4:00 Boston Marathon. You’re amazing!”

BRANDON HUISMAN ( '10), DIRECTOR OF
ALUMNI AND EXTERNAL RELATIONS
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2014 ALUMNI SCHOLARSHIPS
Thanks to your generosity, the Alumni Association
awarded 33 regional scholarships to incoming
freshmen this year and was honored to be able to
select three junior students to receive scholarships.
Juniors apply, their essays are reviewed, and the Alumni Council eventually reaches its
top three nominations after they have the privilege of interviewing the finalists. Council
members are always impressed by these students and refreshed by their dreams for
their world. We want to share their stories with you.

NARAYAN NÚÑEZ BLANDÓN
I was born and raised
in Nicaragua,
currently the poorest
Spanish-speaking
country in the world.
Although the political
environment has
improved a lot since
the end of our civil
war in 1990,
corruption and people’s pessimism still hurt
the country. I have seen how God uses
individuals from around the world as tools to
transform people’s lives in tremendous ways;
I have no doubt that God could also use me
as one of his tools.
Although I was raised Christian and went to
a Christian school, it wasn’t until I came to
Dordt that I started to develop a Christian
worldview and understand the metanarrative of God’s creation. Many of my
doubts and questions have been answered,
and the quality of people at Dordt has
allowed me to become a better Christian,
and a better human being.
One way in which Dordt has impacted me
the most is in how it equip its students with
Christian principles in all fields of study. As
a business administration major, I would
have never thought of considering religious
beliefs as part of the equation for financial
or economic outcomes. Dordt College has
taught me how a worldview matters in every
decision; whether it is for my personal or
national benefit.
In my economics classes I have learned how
certain worldviews slow down development
in developing nations causing citizens
to fear the inexplicable and blame their
failures on the wrong agents: spirits and
demons, the government, etc. Missionaries
in Eastern African countries have published
anecdotes on how villages have improved
economically and spiritually by introducing
a better way of thinking, a Christian
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worldview. Atheist Journalist Matthew Parris
even writes about how Christians have
successfully transformed people’s belief
systems and hearts in such a way that a
country benefits from it. Dordt has been
right all this time; worldviews do matter in
any field, definitely.
Through these years at Dordt, I have also
grown in the Lord. I can surely say that I am
not the same person I was three years ago. I
used to struggle to understand the existence
of evil: I could not explain why many people
hold malicious thoughts, or why there is so
much injustice in the world. My heart broke
seeing that people die due to hunger, wars,
diseases, or corrupt governments. Dordt
helped me understand that these things
occur due to sin.
I learned of God’s plan to eradicate the
damage of sin on his creation, which
started when Jesus died on the cross and
his resurrection, and that will be concluded
when Jesus comes again. I did not know
any of this (the gravity of sin, nor of God’s
redeeming plan) before coming to Dordt.
I believe that I have the responsibility to tell
Nicaraguans about this. I strongly believe
that God has sent me here to prepare myself
and grow stronger in him, so that I can
go back to Nicaragua to start a change in
the citizen’s worldview. But, unlike many
missionaries that do it through churches or
not-for-profit organizations, I will start this
change in the private economic sector of
Nicaragua.
I have thought on creating a microfinancing institution and business school
with accessible prices in which young
entrepreneurs can be trained with sufficient
and proper business and Christian principles,
and also obtain accessible loans to start
their business. I believe that in this way I am
going to be serving the Lord by helping in
the development of my country and in God’s
redeeming process.

RACHEL MEINEN
The conversations
with friends I have
made, fellow staff
members in
Residence Life, and
Dordt staff and
faculty have been
incredibly life-giving.
I am constantly
challenged, renewed,
and encouraged by these people. It shows
how powerful a strong group of believers
can be. Here, I have also been called to live
beyond the “American Dream” of making a
decent living, having a nice home, having a
couple of kids, and attending church on
Sundays. Life is so much more than that; God
has so much more in store for me if I’m
willing to give up those “comforts” for what
he really wants for my life. None of those
things are necessarily bad; they just cause
me to become content. I have learned that
contentment is very dangerous for faith.
While at Dordt, a passion for missions has
definitely developed, which I believe will
follow me for the rest of my life.
Dordt has really helped me process what it
means to be a Christian teacher in a public
school. Sure, I won’t be able to talk about
Christianity in a way that I would like to,
but I would be foolish to think the Lord only
works through words. Dordt has helped me
realize it is my actions and motivations that
make the difference.

ELIZABETH RILEY
I have learned—and
am certainly still
learning—how to
listen to and learn
from the faith others
hold and then take
that and consider
how it relates to my
understanding of
faith and God. While I
do not know exactly what my future holds, I
value the fact that Dordt has prepared me to
think carefully and critically about my faith. I
am willing to learn and be changed or to
hold to my beliefs with greater conviction
than before. My future may not offer as safe
and loving a context for asking these
questions, so I'm thankful that Dordt has
helped me to start the process of making my
faith my own and equipped me to do so
outside of the Dordt community.
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LEILA
VISS

Using technology to keep
students on the piano
bench for life

Leila (Alberda) Viss graduated from
Dordt in 1987 with a major in music.
Shortly thereafter, she moved with her
husband, Chuck Viss (’86), to Denver
for Chuck’s job. Unsure, at first, about
what she wanted to pursue, she began
a master’s degree in piano pedagogy
and performance at the University of
Denver. Viss held church music positions
and taught in a local school before
throwing herself into the business of
setting up a studio.
“It’s because of Chuck that I can be
what I am and do what I am doing,” she
says. His flexible hours allowed him to
drive and accompany their three sons to
events during years of afterschool and
evening piano lessons. It also helps that
he’s a computer guy.
It’s easy to believe that Leila Viss is an
engaging piano teacher. She’s certainly
an engaging presenter. At a January
workshop for Dordt students interested
in setting up a studio, she spoke
enthusiastically about how she tries to
keep children “on the bench for the rest
of their lives.”
Viss began the session by holding up
two plain white paper plates and asking
those in attendance to follow her every
move. Gradually everyone in the room
loosened up and followed her lead as
she moved the plates rhythmically and
interpretively to Mozart’s “Rondo Alla
Turca” from Piano Sonata in A.
“It helps students feel the pulse,” she
said, adding that it also gives them
an intuitive sense about the musical
form of the piece; it encourages active
listening; and it allows them to use their
whole body—a good thing for children
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JAMIN VER VELDE ('99)

TEACHING FOR FUN
Leila Viss doesn’t teach for piano competitions.
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“I’m a ‘fun’ piano teacher,” she says. And she always has a full studio.
Viss works hard to meet her students’ individual needs—needs
that run from those of a 90-year-old World War II veteran to a
construction worker with whom she swapped services to advanced
and beginner children.
“Piano is one instrument that you can sound good on pretty fast,”
she says.“It opens up a child’s innate sense of music and lays a
foundation for playing any other instrument.”
Parents often ask Viss what “method” she uses.
“I don’t teach a method, I teach human beings and do whatever it
takes to get them excited about music,” she tells them. She tries
to stir up her students’ creative juices by having them compose,
improvise, and play music they like.
“Treats or incentives won’t do it, they have to enjoy it,” she says.
Viss believes that taking lessons and playing piano teaches children
how to take responsibility for their learning and to be comfortable
in front of others, to stick with something, to feel proud of what
they’ve accomplished.
Leila (Alberda) Viss gave two presentations on setting up a music studio
to student and area music teachers in January of this year.

who have been sitting in school all day.
“I don’t want them to say “I used to play the piano,” she
says. So in addition to a variety of activities, she uses lots of
technology to get students excited about music. Each of her
students attends a half-hour lab session in addition to their
weekly half hour on the bench. While Viss is working with one
student at the piano,
another is practicing
a variety of skills on
an iPad or keyboard—
with earphones, of
course.

“You can’t expect
students in the 21st
Century to learn
with 18th century
methods.”

Use of technology,
especially the iPad,
is one of the most
obvious things that
stands out about Viss’s
—Leila Viss
studio. In fact, she
recently published a
book titled The iPad Piano Studio in which she shares many of
the digital resources and creative strategies she uses.
“Technology is a way to engage kids, and it’s here to stay,” she
says. People expect to use electronic devices in almost every
setting today, she notes. So she does. And the software and
apps she’s found have transformed and improved the way she
teaches and the way her students learn piano.
“I can’t imagine teaching pop and jazz without iTunes and
YouTube,” she says.
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“Piano teachers are probably the only people who sit so close to a
child so regularly,” she says.“Students are dealing with relationship
problems, a bad grade, disappointments—they can be hard on
themselves. Piano can help them feel good about themselves.”
Viss tries to relate to her students as people, something that helps
her decide which skills are important at what point.Teachers need to
be sensitive to how kids learn—and that they learn differently, she
says. She chooses strategies that seem to ﬁt the individual and their
musical and personal maturation.
Viss also draws on her own experience as a piano student.
“I suffered some major memory slips in playing at one point in
college,” she say. Today she believes that she never really applied
what she knew about theory to her playing. She tries to help her
students ﬁnd strategies that use their knowledge of chord structures
and patterns to learn the music in a way that works for them so they
have more to rely on than one memorized note after another.
“You can’t frost a cake before it’s baked,” she
quips.“You have to build it layer by layer.”
layer.
One of her favorite things to do these
days is writing about what she’s
doing and discovering about
teaching piano.
“Once I started, I couldn’t
couldn’
stop thinking about ideas
to write about,” she says.
You can read what she
writes and link to guest
posts on other sites at
88pianokeys.me.

What students play is only the
beginning. Viss uses apps and software
like iReal Pro, which allows them to
create chord charts, choose a rhythmic
style, and create a back-up band;
AnyTune, which loads tunes from her
iTunes library and slows them down
without changing the pitch; MuseScore,
a notation program for composing, and
GarageBand, which lets them record
their work. She also uses programs to
keep an online schedule and help her
with bookkeeping for her business.
Viss ﬁnds that technology is just as
helpful for teaching classical repertoire.
She has loaded all of her CDs into her
iTunes library to help students ﬁnd
songs they want to learn; YouTube helps
them hear and see how others have
performed them.
“You can’t expect students in the 21st
Century to learn with 18th century
methods,” she says.
Viss shares many more resources
and ideas in her book, through her
88pianokeys blog, by writing for
other music blogs, and at camps and
workshops across the country.
Despite her busyness, Viss ﬁnds that
just as she needs to keep her students
engaged and exploring new things, she
needs to do the same for herself.
Viss is quick to note that there’s not
one good way to teach piano, but
she’s decided that this is how she will
run her studio. She knows there is a
learning curve to using technology and
that it’s not for everyone, but for those
who want to try, she shares as many
resources as she can.
“When you’re learning something new,
you’re a better teacher,” she says. She
might also say, “when you’re practicing

E-WORK

Worksheets serve their purpose, but
they all go in the trash can, usually
sooner than later. Leila Viss keeps
a folder for each student on her
iPad with PDF practice sheets that
students use in their lab sessions.
She uses and encourages her
students to use mobile apps for a
metronome; she types lesson notes
into Dropbox along with progress
reports for both students and
parents. She even has her students
send her a video of their playing on
weeks when she’s traveling so that
she can give them feedback on their
work.
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That is, in part, because Viss makes
her students take early responsibility
for their learning. They learn to adopt
tools and strategies for practicing as
well as choose the songs they want to
learn. In an interview in the Spring/
Summer issue of SimpleTEC magazine,
a magazine for music educators, Viss
says, “I ask them to arrive with a list,
or better yet, with their phone or iPad
playlists. We search for piano covers for
ideas and inspiration.”

you’re a better teacher.” She holds a
full-time organist position that keeps
her involved as a musician.
In the past few years, she has been
inspired by Philip Johnston, author
of the Practice Revolution and the
Dynamic Studio; she is studying and
working with Bradley Sowash, a
composer, creative pianist, recording
artist, and educator specializing in
improvisation who is perhaps best
known as the author of the bestselling jazz piano method, That’s Jazz;
and she’s collaborating with Dr. Sam
Holland, Dean of the Meadows School
of the Arts at Southern Methodist
University and author of many piano
method books—including the Music Tree
series that ﬁrst introduced Viss to the
piano as a child.
This summer, she will offer an
improvisation camp for piano teachers
in collaboration with Sowash, and she
will participate in Southern Methodist
University Institute for Piano Teachers.
At workshops that Viss is helping to
lead, she has scheduled participants to
break at 3 p.m. and join in dancing—
hip hop, ethnic—to help participants
become more engaged—just as she
does with her own students.
SALLY JONGSMA
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DENA
NICOLAI
Dena Nicolai (’06) spent four of the last nine years in the Middle East,

volunteering as a teacher for refugees from African countries, working for a refugee agency
run by the Egyptian Episcopal Church and for a communications company, reporting on
Egyptian-run development projects for the church she attended in Cairo, and leading shortterm trips for university students from the United States. She also worked with the Middle
East Studies Program, first as a program assistant and then as program coordinator. In 2012,
she received funding from Regent College to travel to Israel-Palestine to research
organizations and individuals involved in peacebuilding and bridge building efforts there. In
2013, she represented Christian Courier on a media tour to Lebanon and Jordan, sponsored
by World Renew and the Canadian Foodgrains Bank. The goal was to write about Syrian
refugees in Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria, and about relief efforts on their behalf.
How is what you’re doing today different
from what you expected at graduation?
When I graduated from Dordt, I knew
I wanted to return to the Middle East,
where I had studied on the Middle East
Studies Program (MESP). I applied for
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a one-year internship and two months
later, I found myself back in Cairo to
welcome 25 North American university
students for a life-changing semester
abroad.
That year in Cairo and the three more

What have been the most signiﬁcant
influences in your life?
I’ve been privileged to have teachers and
mentors of many kinds, starting with
my grandfathers who, while continually
testifying to God’s faithfulness, taught
me to never stop asking questions and to
never stop learning.
Others have also encouraged and
challenged me and asked difficult
questions when necessary. Teachers and
fellow students have sharpened me “as
iron sharpens iron,” as our MESP program
director used to remind us, referring to
Proverbs 27:17. This “iron” has included
Middle Easterners and Dordt alumni who
have spent time in the Middle East and
have continued to help me think better
and deeper about the views I hold.
Without a doubt, Dordt was a significant
influence. To arrive, at 18, at this place
where you are constantly reminded, Soli
Deo Gloria, and that every square inch
is Christ’s, is a startling thing: you’re
suddenly challenged to define how you
interpret and interact with what’s around
you. This challenge will be with me for
the rest of my life.
The faith foundation Dordt gave me was
crucial during my first encounter with
the Middle East. Some of the students
I studied with on MESP struggled with
how to reconcile what they were seeing
and hearing (about Islam,
Christianity, politics,
violence, nationalism)
with their own faith, and
while I was challenged
as well, Dordt had
given me tools
with which
to ask good
questions
and to
process
their

(sometimes difficult) answers—and to
be okay with some grey areas in the
middle. While my time in the Middle
East was a process of pruning away
presuppositions—of realizing how much
of my Christianity was a product of my
culture and upbringing (and therefore
how and why my Christianity looked
so different from, for example, Coptic
Orthodox Christians in Egypt), I never
doubted God’s faithfulness to his people,
whether Egyptian, Palestinian, American,
Canadian, Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox,
or other.
What drew you to the Middle East?
I had wanted to study abroad, believing
that being immersed in a new culture
and encountering its peoples was the
best way to learn about societies other
than my own. I also believed then, as I
do today, that if Christians are to follow
Christ by bridging political and cultural
divides, they need to humbly reach out
beyond their own cultural and national
borders. When I was a sophomore, a
friend introduced me to two Dordt
students who had recently returned from
MESP, and their stories and convictions
intrigued me. I found its focus on the
intersections of history, religion, and
politics particularly fascinating.
How can we ﬁnd ways to see beyond our
own cultures and communities?
I don’t think we must leave our regular
lives for months or years and travel
elsewhere. Very few of our communities
are as homogenous as we think they are
and getting to know those who are different
is often just a matter of looking within our
own communities. This can be a leap of
faith, because stepping outside these
borders can be fearful and exhausting.
But it is always worth it.

Another way is to recover a sense of
historical memory. As we spend time with
the mistakes and triumphs and personal
lives from our countries’ past, our faith
traditions’ past, our cultures’ past, our
perspectives begin to broaden. It’s funny
and marvelous how going inward to
learn more about where we come from
often has the effect of drawing our gaze
outward, giving us more empathy for
others. Sometimes we fear empathy for
“the other” because we think it means
we’re accepting their convictions or
somehow betraying our own. As our
MESP program director used to say,
“empathy and understanding does not
equal agreement.” Studying our history
grounds us, provides us with roots, and
gives us a foundation to go out and
interact with new people and ideas
without losing where we came from.
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years I would spend in the Middle East
changed my direction. I hope to spend
my entire life learning, but what I learned
in those four years was transformative
on every level. Being in the Middle East
gave me such a sense of the history and
stories of the people there that I realized
I needed to better understand my own
history, both as a Christian and as a
Canadian of European heritage.

And finally, I would recommend that we
don’t just read “about” others different
from us but rather we try to understand
them as they understand themselves. This
means reading their fiction, reading their
poetry, listening to their music, watching
their movies, all the while trying to
understand what they see as important
and beautiful and troubling about their
own cultures or groups. This also helps
us understand how they might see us,
which is another critical step in seeing
past our own front door.
All of this sets the groundwork for
conversation that challenges us, convicts
us, and makes space for both parties to
be transformed.
What lies ahead for you?
That is hard to answer! I am interested in
teaching and I would love to be involved
again in the kind of experiential learning
I experienced in the Middle East. I am
finishing my master's and discerning
where it is that God might lead me.
In the end, the Middle East has taught
me many things, including staying open
to unexpected twists and turns in
the road. God has given me a lot of
grace in this unexpected journey,
and I’m thankful to know this grace
is limitless, as I’m bound to need
much more of it before long.
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What I learned in the Middle East
In 2009, while in Cairo, I was asked
to write for Christian Courier. This
opportunity has turned out to be a
great gift, as I feel a strong sense of
responsibility to share what I have learned
and experienced in the Middle
East with those who
may not have the same
opportunities I have. As I
write, I hope that people
will give me the grace
to grow in my views as
I grow in knowledge
and awareness. I don’t
want my opinion on Middle Eastern issues
to be taken as an “expert” opinion simply
because I’ve lived there, but I do feel
tasked to use my voice to share what I’ve
seen and heard and challenge some of our
stereotypes and unconscious assumptions
about the region.
As Christians we should exist as a
community of learners, which means we
all need each other’s knowledge, wisdom,
and witness on this journey of growing
more in the likeness of Christ and into the
people God has called us to be.

A

few days after my plane touched
down in Egypt in 2005, the director
of the Middle East Studies Program
shared some unexpected advice with me
and my fellow North American students:
contrary to our expectations, we should
expect to leave our semester in the
Middle East having learned more about
where we came from than about the
culture we were entering.
That day, sitting in an apartment near
downtown Cairo as a Dordt junior on
my first trip overseas, I did not fully
understand the wisdom of his words.
Today, I have gained some clarity. The
convictions I now hold in relation to
the region are both a result of my time
there and are inextricably linked to my
convictions about my own cultural and
religious upbringing.
Within my own North American context,
“The Middle East” can be a difficult topic
to navigate in conversation. Too often we
abstract the region from the people who
live there, reducing countries, cultures,
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and peoples to overgeneralizations and
stereotypes, removing their agency and
humanity as we do so. Every day, our
society—and our media in particular—
takes away the voices of Middle
Easterners in different ways. Therefore,
although it sounds simple, I remind
myself daily: listen. When I traveled to
Lebanon and Jordan last November to
report on the situation of Syrian refugees
there, I found writing about what I had
seen and heard incredibly difficult.
My instinct was to jump into shallow
political or social analysis—to reduce
voices and people to neat packages.
However in the end I found that what I
needed to do was simply tell the stories
in all of their messiness. I wanted to
give Western readers faces and names
to know and different points of view to
consider, and I wanted to challenge us to
grapple with the
complexity of the
conflict and the
region as a whole.

I was hesitant at first, I concluded the
conversation grateful for the opportunity
to address some misinformation. As I
have continued to reflect on this incident,
I wonder how often we are vulnerable
enough do what this taxi driver did:
approach a complicated and controversial
issue—such as the status and treatment
of women in Muslim societies, for
example—and sit down with someone
from that society and ask, “This is what
I’ve heard/read of this issue. Can you tell
me about it from your point of view? I
want to listen, and I want to understand.”
This does not mean accepting all we
hear at face-value, of course—my
answers to the taxi driver were specific
to my Christian worldview, and had he
taken another Western passenger he
might have received a very different
perspective—but it does mean genuinely

The convictions I now hold in
relation to the region are both a result
of my time there and are inextricably
linked to my convictions about my
own cultural and religious upbringing.

This grappling
puts us in a
vulnerable
place—one in
which we are
compelled to
admit that very
little of what
we think we know is black and white.
I believe that this vulnerability and
willingness to learn from “the other” is
the only way forward.

I remember a conversation with a
taxi driver in Cairo who, apologizing
profusely, asked me a very polite
question about sexual promiscuity
in Western society. He was clearly
embarrassed as he knew it was a
potentially inappropriate topic, but he
couldn’t keep silent: “You’re the first
Westerner I’ve ever met,” he told me,
“and so I want to hear about this issue
from you, because all I know is what I see
on TV.” The issue of sexual promiscuity
in Western society is one that carries
immense and damaging stereotypes
in the Middle East—hardly unexpected
when one’s view is informed primarily by
American television shows—and though

hearing what those different from us
have to say.
As we learn to dialogue with and listen
to others, I hope that we will recover a
robust public discourse. This is something
that is lacking both in the Middle East
(authoritarian regimes and religious
fundamentalists manipulate their
people with fear and misinformation)
but also in our own societies, where
it seems we have lost the ability to
converse about controversial topics
(such as those surrounding the Middle
East) without falling into political
and/or religious polarization and fear
mongering. As Christians, we have the
potential to model an alternative kind of
discussion, one grounded in conviction
but recognizing all parties as made in the
image of God.
In this new form of discourse, what
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"I discovered that not all CCCU (Council of Christian Colleges and Universities) schools are as
invested as Dordt is in helping their students study abroad. I am continually grateful that Dordt
realizes how transformative this kind of opportunity can be for students—and for the people of
the cultures who host them. In a book of essays on Christian study-abroad programs, CCCU's Ken
Bussema calls these programs 'faith-informed sojourns.' I think that’s a very appropriate term."

we Christians also have to offer the
conversation is hope. Not a blind, naive
hope, but a robust one that prods us
to do the hard work of engaging with
challenging issues and that refuses to
allow us to settle for simple, uncritical
narratives. Although I am often
discouraged when I think of the current
state of Egypt’s government (which
increasingly resembles the militarybacked authoritarian regime that
existed prior to the 2011 uprisings), and
devastated when I think of the civil war
in Syria (which has created deep and
violent rifts in Syrian society and left
millions as refugees), I refuse to give in
to despair. In this too, I look to Middle
Easterners themselves.
In a lecture given this year at “The
January Series” at Calvin College, Anne
Zaki, a leader in the Egyptian Evangelical
church and a Calvin Seminary graduate,
honestly addressed the suffering that the
church in Egypt and the broader Middle
East faces today. Yet in the midst of
acknowledging the trials, she displayed
the courage to which we as Christians
are called. “The Arab Spring might just
be the Arab Christians’ Renaissance,” she
stated emphatically, unwilling to give

in to the fatalists who see only an “Arab
Winter.” But she did not leave it there.
She ended by voicing her hope that the
church remains engaged and invested in
the present and future of Egypt. And she
drew her North American audience fully
into this task: “To do this we will need to
pray and work,” she said, “I am not asking
you: I am commissioning each of you to
pray for the church in Egypt and across
the Middle East.”
Anne’s example, and the hope she
holds, reminds me of what James Skillen
said in The Scattered Voice: Christians
at Odds in the Public Square. He writes
that the kingdom of God, secure in the
risen Christ, “forbids us disillusioned
resignation to the status quo, keeps
us dissatisfied, hopeful, imaginative,
and open to new possibilities.” The
responsibility of remaining critically,
actively, and hopefully open to these
possibilities—especially in a place that
seems as shattered as the Middle East—is
no small task. But as Christians, I firmly
believe that we’re called to nothing less.
DENA NICOLAI IS COMPLETING A MASTER’S
DEGREE AT REGENT UNIVERSITY . SHE WORKS
PARTTIME AT FIRST CRC IN VANCOUVER AS
COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS COORDINATOR.
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